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From the Special Issue Guest Co-Editors…
“Rooting to Rise”: Centering Student Voices & Equitable Literacy
Practices Through Joy and Social Justice
by Raven L. Jones & Zuri Hudson Stanbrough
We remain thankful and eagerly excited for the opportunity to have
guest co-edited this special issue as mother-daughter literacy activists
and native Detroiters for Michigan Reading Journal (MRJ). Literacy
means a lot to us. To our people. To our colleagues and friends. And
to our communities. We are happy to have engaged with literacy and
learning through another interactive and fun year of homeschooling,
attending gymnastics classes, going to the library, and engaging with
meditation and yoga at Griffin Gardens, a community garden on
the West side of Detroit and owned by master gardener, Marilyn
Griffin. Marilyn is a graduate of Henry Ford High School and
holds a B.A. in Animal Science and African American History from
Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University. Historically Black
Colleges & Universities (HBCUs), represent! She also earned a
Masters in the Art of Teaching from Wayne State University. The
ways in which Marilyn has fostered an inviting space for people to
experience nature’s beauty in Detroit is something special. Please
plan to visit her space when you can. This past summer, we also
got dressed up, went on mother-daughter dinner dates, and became
regulars at the Detroit Symphony Orchestra. Our appreciation for
music is real!

Raven L. Jones &
Zuri Hudson Stanbrough

Literacy is always around us. It is connected to our daily engagement with our culture, learning, and
the joy we experience to enact change towards justice for all. As a Black woman and young girl, we
believe in demonstrating humanity in our interactions with others, while amplifying the voices and stories
of those who are marginalized in education, in the streets, and in society. We believe one way to tend
to such humanity is to engage in what Detroit native and resident, Jasmin DeForrest, Director of Arts
and Culture for the Gilbert Family Foundation, reminds us are ‘courageous conversations,’ which are
essential for unpacking bias(es) and learning from communities that have been historically silenced and
minoritized and moving toward equitable opportunities for citizens. This special issue is dear to us. We
take it personally when children are sad from unjust practices experienced in schools. When parents are
tired from trying to navigate schooling spaces not designed with their child(ren) in mind. When teachers
are not supported. When BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) youth are bullied and killed
for simply breathing and being--whether in classrooms or other nurturing spaces. We are committed to
love, forging a path forward for a more just future, engaging in self-reflection, and collaborating with those
seeking to dismantle racism, oppression, and other systems of inequality that leave us divided, instead of
practicing solidarity.
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In preparing for this special issue, we recognize(d) that the pandemic is still very real, that there are tensions
in education and schooling, and that life as we knew/know it is just different! In the state of Michigan and
across the country, the school year has begun—some students are attending in-person; some virtually; and
some are being homeschooled. Whichever modality is being prioritized, it is our hope that the lives and
stories of all students are being affirmed and centered. That their names are being pronounced correctly
by their teachers and instructors. That their brilliance is being honored. We are tired of BIPOC children
being called racial slurs, having their hair or locs cut off because of the continued onslaught and ugliness
of anti-Blackness. We are exhausted from crying and attending homegoing services because people are not
making it home to their community of caretakers. We are drained from injustices on all fronts! Aren’t you?
The time is now to (re)imagine teaching and teacher education for liberation and justice. We are rooting
ourselves in more equitable (teaching) practices that allow us to rise up-–even when all manner of evil is
present. We all need to just do better. Or leave the profession altogether, if we are inflicting harm in our
spaces of connecting and learning, especially harm on children and youth. We said what we said!
Our call for proposals invited scholars, practitioners, community activists, and K-12 youth to dream
boldly and imagine with us. To become literacy activists in y(our) own backyards. To stand up for justice.
To tap in. And to know that imagining is revolutionary. Specifically, we asked individuals to submit works
related to the following themes: a) Equitable Literacy Teaching; b) Past, Present, and Future Teaching
Within the Pandemic; c) Reading and Writing for Wellness; d) Celebrating Students’ Innate Brilliance;
and e) Building Support for Literacy Teaching. And we are thrilled with the outcome and labor of love and
intentionality from everyone involved. The front and back cover art features work from Detroit artist and
musician, Play Staples, whose work connects creative imagination with reality. His pieces, “LOvE Is” and
“Frequency #8” are bold and courageous and evoke inspiration from his 3-year-old daughter, Dorian (Uno)
Staples. Play is the recipient of an emerging artist award, and his work has been featured at art collectives
and exhibits in Detroit, Grosse Pointe, and other cities. The other two pieces of artwork on the journal,
“Homeschool Happiness” and “Black & Brown Freedom” were created by guest co-editor, Zuri Hudson
Stanbrough. After receiving a special package from Crayola Education, which included their Colors of
the World collection, she shared that her thinking behind her work was “I love being homeschooled and
wearing my afro anytime I want to. I’m also proud to be Black and think that it’s always time for freedom
for Black and Brown people.”
We could not have guest co-edited this special issue without the invitation and the endless support of
MRJ co-editors, Drs. Carlin Borsheim-Black, Meghan Block, and Troy Hicks!!! They have been a dream
to collaborate with and learn from. They supported every single idea we had, made time and space to
brainstorm with us, and were present from start to finish. They are now a part of our family, and we are
already looking forward to future collaborations, while rooting for our children’s joy and thriving.
For this special issue, we also wanted to also pay homage to two of our muses, favorite humans and
scholars, dope Black women, and community advocates, Drs. Geneva Napoleon Smitherman and April
Baker-Bell. They continue to inspire so much of who we are, how we speak, what we do, and how
we show up in Detroit, (home)rooms, and elsewhere. Whether you hear their names or about their
scholarship in the streets, in churches, in boardrooms, or otherwise, you know you are hearing about
greatness and Black excellence. Put some respeck(t) on their names! We feel blessed to continue to be
supported and loved by them in all seasons. They both took time out of their very busy lives to reflect on
their teaching, learning, activism in Detroit, and thinking related to their current books, Linguistic Justice:
Black Language, Literacy, Identity, and Pedagogy (Baker-Bell, 2020), and My Soul Look Back in Wonder:
Memories from a Life of Study, Struggle, and Doin Battle in the Language Wars (Smitherman, 2022). Both
4

Michigan Reading Journal

Drs. Smitherman and Baker-Bell have tirelessly contributed to various learning communities locally
and globally, including Detroit, Chicago, Michigan State University (MSU), Wayne State University,
University of Michigan, Eastern Michigan University, Harvard University, and South Africa. Additionally,
their scholarship has impacted and shifted educational narratives related to literacy, Black English, and
language. From creating longstanding mentoring programs for youth, to facilitating antiracist workshops
for teacher educators, and providing curricula support for Detroit Public Schools Community District,
they are about the work!
Dr. Baker-Bell, Associate Professor of Language, Literacy, and English Education at MSU, spent time with
us after her dynamic keynote address, titled, “Standing Up and Fighting Back: Revolutionary Pedagogies
of Resistance,” at the Michigan Reading Association Conference in Spring of 2022. Conference attendees
raved about her work and book, and she received a standing ovation afterwards. Personally, we loved
her Detroit shout outs and vibrant presentation unpacking Black English and Negro spirituals, all while
inviting audience participation. It was like church for us. During our interview with her, we hugged.
Laughed. Reminisced. And shared our collective joy! Similarly, in a 2-part, 4-hour Zoom interview
with Dr. Geneva Napoleon Smitherman, University Distinguished Professor Emerita of English and
Co-Founder of the African American and African Studies Doctoral Program at MSU, we rooted each
other on, discussed her family’s legacy, her early childhood genius, the moment she decided to embark
upon pursuing academia, and how language and literacy continue to inspire her thinking and doing.
With red velvet cake being her favorite dessert and W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk being her
favorite book, Dr. Smitherman is indeed a living legend who has nurtured countless scholars, teachers,
parents, and children. Her commitment to liberation and the struggle will never be forgotten by us. Our
home includes the beautiful works of Drs. Smitherman and Baker-Bell. In fact, we even named two of
our household plants after them. And their growth this year alone has been mad real! We offer up endless
Detroit hugs and ‘What Up Does’ to them both!
Next, throughout this special issue, artwork and writing from K-12 youth across the state of Michigan is
included. Preschoolers Demi Grandison, Emmanuel Robinson, Laila Profit, Isaac Robinson, and Raylee
Thomas, from Just Imagine Child Development Center in Redford, Michigan submitted lovely drawings
that featured bright colors, sight words, and lots of happy emotions. Similarly, Alix B. Dorsey, a 1st grade
Detroiter, reveals images and reasoning about her appreciation for renowned scholar, W. E. B. DuBois.
Likewise, 2nd grader, Miles Black, from Mt. Pleasant, Michigan, showcased his creativity by writing about
showing love through helping each other with our writing. Guest co-editor and 2nd grade student, Zuri
Hudson Stanbrough, shares an art drawing of her interpretation of “Birds of a Feather Flock Together.”
Representing Kalamazoo, Michigan, 3rd grader, Emma Pitts’ thinking comes to life with her piece titled,
“It’s Exquisite: Finding Fun in Literacy,” which teaches us all to play the fun game, “Exquisite Corpse.”
Also, 5th grade student, Marcus Black, from Mt. Pleasant, Michigan, reveals his artistic talents with his
drawing of the famous soccer player, Lionel Messi. Middle schooler, Madeline Langlois from Grand Rapids,
Michigan, inspires with her gorgeous poem, “We Do,” and middle schooler, Henry Block, from Haslett,
Michigan, encourages readers to consider what it is like to wear a mask when you have asthma. Finally,
with keen details and infusion of vibrant colors and constructions, Dontez Tinsley, a sneaker aficionado
and senior from Garden City, Michigan includes three beautiful drawings—“soles,” “City” and “Off.” We
are extremely appreciative of the K-12 youth submissions. Moreover, we value the thinking and genius of
young people and believe all (educational) spaces should center their brilliance.
In closing, we want to extend a heartfelt THANK YOU to the Michigan Reading Journal and to the readers
of the publication. We could not have envisioned this special issue without you. We hope that you read
Fall 2022, Vol. 55, No. 1
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every single page and feel the love that emanates from each word, phrase, sentence, and photo. Similar to
the call for proposals, this special issue is a call to action to root yourselves in justice and love, and rise up
to center equitable thinking and teaching.
WRITE ON,
Raven L. Jones & Zuri Hudson Stanbrough
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From the Editors…
by Meghan Block, Carlin Borsheim-Black, and Troy Hicks
We—Carlin, Meghan, and
Troy—met Dr. Raven L. Jones,
Associate Professor at Michigan
State University, a few years ago
when she agreed to write book
reviews for Michigan Reading
Journal. From the start, Dr. Jones
brought her warm personality,
her infectious energy, her creative
spark, and her commitments to
Black and Brown youth—her
Troy Hicks
Carlin
Meghan Block
whole self—to her writing and
Borsheim-Black
our collaboration. So, when we
started talking about the possibility of a special issue to be co-edited by Dr. Jones and her daughter,
Zuri Hudson Stanbrough (who also attends many editorial meetings via Zoom!), we knew it would be
something remarkable. As expected, Dr. Jones and Zuri Hudson have worked their magic with this special
issue, and we could not be more grateful that they were able to showcase both Dr. Geneva Smitherman
and Dr. April Baker-Bell through their beautiful and personal interviews. We could not be more pleased
with the celebration of writing and artwork by students from all over Michigan woven throughout. And,
as is often the case with writing and learning, the process of collaborating has been as much of a gift as
the final product! These guest co-editors have definitely left their mark on MRJ. So, with heartfelt thanks
to Dr. Jones and Zuri Hudson, we are pleased to share this special issue of MRJ that blends the voices of
educators with the voices of youth, building on the shared theme of being “rooted to rise.”
Readers will find more about their special contributions to this issue in their letter from the guest
co-editors. Here, we share introductions to the research and practitioner articles in the issue, beginning
with an article by Yetunde Alabede, Jessica Reed, and Blake Thompson, doctoral students at Michigan
State University, who reflect on their personal experiences as early career scholars in a doctoral teacher
education program, outlining the opportunities and tensions of what it means “To Be Young, Black, and
in the Academy.”
Next, Lakya Goss, doctoral student at Michigan State University, highlights stories of Detroit’s history of
African-centered schools, community-centered learning spaces, and homeschooling. She helps readers see
how these examples may inspire literacy educators to (re)imagine culturally sustaining learning spaces for
all students. And, in their article, “Advocating for English Language Learners: The Role of the Literacy
Educator,” Briana Asmus and Austyn Sabin, both of Kalamazoo Public Schools, point to the role literacy
educators can play in supporting English Language Learners in their schools.
Our returning authors, Laura Gabrion, literacy consultant with Wayne RESA, and Jenelle Williams, literacy
consultant with Oakland Schools, share more insights on their statewide work with disciplinary literacy
instruction through the Literacy Essentials website and professional development offerings, looking closely
Fall 2022, Vol. 55, No. 1
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at implementation efforts in Washtenaw ISD, Monroe County Middle College at Monroe ISD, Heritage
Southwest ISD, and the St. Clair County RESA.
And, as we always do, we end with our “must reads,” with many recommendations for children’s and YA lit.
First, Rebecca Witte and Amber Lawson, doctoral students at Michigan State University, provide resources
for teaching about a long-celebrated, yet only recently recognized federal holiday, Juneteenth. They review
Juneteenth: A Children’s Story by Opal Lee, the longtime advocate for the holiday, and Juneteenth for Mazie,
written and illustrated by the late Floyd Cooper. And, finally, in our final article of this issue, our colleague
and longtime Great Lakes Great Books leader, Lynette Suckow, Reference Librarian at Peter White Public
Library, explores the theme of continued learning, helping us renew our love of all things related to
growth, change, and becoming educated at the beginning of a new school year.
Entering the third and final year of our co-editorship, we are grateful for all our colleagues at MRA who
help bring the journal to life. For this special issue—where the challenges of design, formatting, and
getting everything online presented unique challenges—we are especially grateful to our designer, Susan
Harring, and librarian colleague at GVSU, Jackie Rander. We appreciate all that you do to make MRJ open
and accessible to a global audience on Scholarworks at <scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj>.
Sincerely,
Meghan Block, Carlin Borsheim-Black, and Troy Hicks
Co-Editors, Michigan Reading Journal
mrj@cmich.edu

“Soles” created by Dontez Tinsley, a 12th grade student at Garden City High School in
Garden City.
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President’s Message…
by Leah van Belle, MRA President
Sending a warm hello to each of you, beloved community!
It feels like only last week that many of us were gathering for the Annual
Conference, spilling over with our excitement to be in person. The smiles, the
hugs, the delight at being together again! We rolled up sleeves in the powerful
work of learning from and with one another about how we each grow in
centering equity and justice in our work. We opened not just our minds, but
our hearts. After all, teaching is intellectual work, but it is also heart work—
this we know.
Across the many individuals, organizations, and community programs that Leah van Belle, Ph.D.
come together to be Michigan Reading Association, we are committed to
literacy as access, equity, and justice. We have continued to mobilize and grow this by continuing our
collective learning through the Michigan Reading Journal (MRJ) and issuing a joint statement on The
Freedom to Read in Michigan with Michigan Association for Media in Education and Michigan Council of
Teachers of English, published in the Spring issue of MRJ. Further building strategic partnerships, we coconvened webinars with other educational equity-focused organizations, including the Autism Alliance of
Michigan, The Education Trust Midwest, National Parents Union, National Center on Improving Literacy,
We Shall Read, Bookshare, Michigan State University, and 313Reads, among others. We co-convened a
five-part professional learning series on dyslexia diagnosis, supports, and policy through evidence-based
and culturally sustaining approaches. (If you didn’t catch the series live, you can view the recordings on our
Facebook page and the accompanying resources on our website!)
As we continue to grow in community and aligned, coordinated efforts for literacy policy that ensures
equitable access and opportunity for all learners, we are honored and excited to have been invited to sit
on the Michigan Policy for Equity and Opportunity coalition and Michigan Department of Education’s
Special Education Advisory Committee. MRA has much to contribute to these state systems level spaces—
our members are the literacy experts, voices, and perspectives that need to be heard. YOUR voices need
to be amplified! MRA is eager to continue growing partnerships and opportunities to center MRA voices.
I can’t wait to see all of you in March in Grand Rapids for the 2023 Annual Conference, RISE: Embracing
and Celebrating a Beloved Community of Literacy! YOUR voices are what will make this a powerful
convening and one the ripples of which will not stop when the conference ends. We are building together
in a beloved community, and each of you has so much that will make the collective work better. If you’re
interested in learning about opportunities to serve on the MRA Board or as a regional representative, I
would love to connect with you. Please reach out! Michigan Reading Association is YOUR community!
In solidarity,
Leah
Dr. Leah van Belle is a proud Detroiter and first-generation high school and college graduate. She serves
Fall 2022, Vol. 55, No. 1
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as the Executive Director of 313Reads, a community coalition for grade level reading and literacy equity.
She serves as a member of the Early Literacy Task Force of Michigan and as the President of the Michigan
Reading Association. Passionate about the need for diverse educators, she serves as the Vice-Chair of the
Board of the Black Male Educators Alliance and on the Diversity and Equity in the Educator Workforce
Advisory Group for MDE. As the mama of a neurodiverse child, she is an advocate and co-conspirator
for educational equity for exceptional learners, and proudly serves on MDE’s Special Education Advisory
Committee. Her son is a third grader in a Detroit public school and is teaching her how to build with
LEGO. In turn, she is teaching him about the power of old school jazz. Family read aloud is one of their
favorite parts of the day!

Demi Grandison is a preschool student at Just Imagine Child Development Center in Redford.
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Executive Director’s Message…
by Jeanette Field, MRA Executive Director
Dear Members,
As I reflect on my first year with MRA, I think of all the wonderful people
I have met. It has been a true pleasure to work alongside such an amazing
group of individuals who came together as one and carried MRA through a
situation that organizations and educators had never been through before.
From a canceled conference, to virtual, to hybrid, these dedicated leaders
of literacy were going to make sure the support MRA gives to its members
would still be available during these trying times. As we move forward as
an organization coming out of a pandemic, we reexamine our strengths and
weaknesses and are now focusing on the areas we can build upon and the
areas that require rebuilding.

Jeanette Field

As an association member there are many areas to get involved with. MRA consists of many roles including
board members, region representatives, committee members, and membership. We fill these roles on a
yearly basis with some of them being one-year terms and some up to four-year terms. The responsibilities
for these roles vary in many ways. As a board member, you will meet to discuss how we can support our
membership with not only historical practices and processes, but also in new innovative techniques. As
a region rep, you will act as liaison between MRA and the members within your region. Committee
members are involved in all aspects of MRA from conference planning, policy work, collecting young
author’s pieces for the Kaleidoscope print or gathering children’s favorite book choices for the Great Lakes
Great Books award. You may also share writing pieces for the “News & Views” Newsletter or the Michigan
Reading Journal. Other outreach programs such as webinars and book studies have been in the forefront
of our committee work.
I invite you to consider the opportunity to share what you have to offer with MRA. Do you love to write?
Collecting articles and resources for the “News & Views,” MRJ, or simply writing a piece for us about
what works in your school or classroom, might be a way you can support the membership. Maybe you
have audio/visual experience, event planning, or community outreach experience. Whatever your gift or
talent may be, I encourage you to reach out and connect with us. If I may, I also request, as a member, you
simply reach out to a friend or colleague and share MRA with them. Ask them to join and help us grow
our membership this year, so that we may reach more students, educators and families and provide more
literacy resources to all!
Always grateful,
Jeanette Field
Mrs. Jeanette Field is the Executive Director at the Michigan Reading Association. She can be reached at
<mra@michiganreading.com> and 616-647-9310.

Fall 2022, Vol. 55, No. 1

11

Guest Co-Editor Interview with
Dr. April Baker-Bell, Associate Professor of
Language, Literacy, and English Education,
Michigan State University
by Zuri Hudson Stanbrough

East
Lansing•
Detroit •

When I grow up, I want to be like my Mommy, Ada
Twist, Scientist, Dr. Mae Jemison, and Dr. April
Baker-Bell. They are all brave, smart, and beautiful!
When Mommy and I talked about me interviewing
Dr. Baker-Bell for our special issue with the Michigan Reading Journal, I was soooo excited! I even did a
cartwheel! Dr. Baker-Bell is famous! I love seeing her on
Zoom, and on stages. She is from Detroit, like me, and
talks a lot about why everyone should care more about
Black children and people, and how we best learn. And
I agree with her. Mommy told me I was not going to
have all day, so that I needed to think of a few questions that I wanted to ask Dr. Baker-Bell because she
is a very busy woman. She is a Mommy and does a lot
for her children, family, and students at Michigan State
University (MSU).
The day before “313 Day,” a big day of celebrations
and culture in Detroit, I had a chance to hug and sit
down with Dr. Baker-Bell to talk to her about her life
and what she has been up to. My Mommy woke me
up early, so we could have breakfast and drive to the
Michigan Reading Association Conference in Lansing,
Michigan, to hear Dr. Baker-Bell give a speech at the
Lansing Center. I have known about Dr. Baker-Bell
being an awesome Black woman because my Mommy

12

Zuri Hudson Stanbrough
and Dr. April Baker-Bell
talks about her often, and how they used to ride to
MSU together when they were working on their PhDs,
before I was born. Dr. Baker-Bell is also the person
who named me “Zuri,” and my Mommy named
me “Hudson,” after her 3rd grade teacher, Ms. Faye
Hudson. I love my name, and I am thankful that I am
Zuri Hudson Stanbrough.
When we first arrived in the big room where all the
conference people were, Mommy and I sat towards the
back when we listened to the first few people speak.
When I saw Dr. Baker-Bell get ready to go to the
podium, I started clapping and asked Mommy if we
could move closer to the front of the room. We did
and it was great. Other people were clapping when she
talked too. She played music, talked about Detroit,

Michigan Reading Journal

Zuri Hudson Stanbrough and Dr. April Baker-Bell

and about her book, Linguistic Justice: Black Language,
Literacy, Identity, and Pedagogy, which means she is an
author. Sometimes, when Mommy takes me places, I
always have paper, crayons, pens, and pencils in case
I want to write or draw something. Before it was Dr.
Baker-Bell’s turn to speak to everyone, I made a new
friend with a 1st grade teacher and we wrote sentences
together, and played Tic-Tac-Toe, but when Mommy
and I switched tables to sit at the front of the room, I
did not write anymore sentences or play any games. I
wanted to listen to Dr. Baker-Bell. After her speech,
there was a long line of people wanting to talk to her.
Minutes later, the three of us gave each other a BIG
group hug! I was so happy! We stayed in the big room
talking for a few minutes, but Dr. Baker-Bell suggested
we get more comfortable and go to another location for
the interview. Mommy needed to run back to our car
first, so Dr. Baker-Bell and I went for a walk and shared
many stories. She asked me about homeschooling and
told me she liked my afro. I also remember telling her
about space and how I love Mathematics and Science.

question is: What are your favorite colors, places to eat,
and travel to?

I really enjoyed interviewing her and hope that everyone who is reading this is reminded about how awesome Dr. Baker-Bell is and how she really cares for
people in ways that matter. I was happy to learn that
we are similar because we both love reading and eating
vegan food. When she was a little girl, she also played
school a lot. I do that now, too, because teachers are
very important people.

ZHS: (Smiles and nods in agreement!)

Zuri Hudson Stanbrough: Hi, Dr. April Baker-Bell! I
appreciate your time! How are you today?
Dr. April Baker-Bell: No, Thank you, Zuri! I appreciate your time! How are you?
ZHS: I’m doing well. Thank you so much for buying
me this hot chocolate and muffin. They’re definitely
tasty.
ABB: You’re welcome. I’m doing well, too—especially
now that I’ve had my coffee!
ZHS: So, I have six questions to ask you! My first

ABB: These are great questions! My favorite color since
I was a little girl—it was purple. I still like purple a
little bit, but I like other colors now, too! But I would
say, purple. It means a lot to me. And you said, ‘my
favorite food?’
ZHS: Your favorite places to eat?
ABB: Oh, yes! I like to eat at vegan restaurants because
for the last four years, I’ve been vegan and practicing a
vegan food regimen. And so, I have a few favorite spots.
One of my favorite spots in Detroit is, Seva. I also like
a new place—I think it’s called, Publics. It was really
good. Those were the best vegan birthday cake French
toast sticks I’ve ever had in my life. Even non-vegan
French toast sticks can’t compare to that! So, I like that
place. And I think your next question is about places I
like to travel?

ABB: I like to travel anywhere. I like to see different
things. And new cultures. And different people. The
last place I traveled to was Paris. And I traveled all by
myself! And I loved it!
ZHS: (Eyes get big with excitement!) Whoaaaaa!!! Did
you actually get to see the Eiffel Tower?
ABB: I did! And I have a picture. You want me to show
you a picture?
ZHS: Not quite, yet!
ABB: (Laughs) Oh, I’m doin’ the most. Ok!
ZHS: (Laughs with Dr. April Baker-Bell) The second
question is: What did you like to play with or do when
you were a little girl?
ABB: (Smiles) Oooohhh, I absolutely love this question! So, when I was a little girl, I loved to do the things
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I do now in my career. I liked to read. I liked to write.
And I liked to teach my younger siblings. I used to play
school. I was the teacher, and I would teach them how
to read and how to write. And I had my own chalkboard and books in my classroom. And I liked to write
for my mom. Like, I wrote my first book probably
when I was your age—about seven. I wrote my mom a
book for Mother’s Day about how she became a mom.
And I used to write her poetry and different things like
that. That was my favorite thing to do.
ZHS: (Smiles) Alright! Thank you. And what makes
you happy now?
ABB: (Smiles) That’s a good question! Your questions
are so good. What makes me happy now? Mhmmm.
Let me think about that. I mean, it’s to see other people
happy. And you know, that’s selfless of me too, so,
I need to think about what makes me happy. What
makes me happy, honestly, is to have time alone, sometimes. To just reflect and to be in community with my
ancestors. And to relax. Those kinds of things.
ZHS: (Smiles and nods in agreement). Ok. Do you
remember your favorite books or stories from when you
were younger?
ABB: Oh yes! I used to like the Judy Blume books
when I was a young girl. I read her for a while in elementary school. And the reason I liked those books was
because it was about a little girl, and sometimes you
didn’t see books about little girls. And so, she talked
about the different things little girls go through—differences in your body, and I really liked that because it
helped me to learn about my body, too. But the only
thing I wish I would’ve saw in those books were girls
that looked like me, were Brown like me. So, I liked
those books, but I wish I saw other books from Brown
girls talking about the same things.
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people, other things, and other worlds through reading. It just helps you connect to people you might not
ever really meet, but you can read about their stories,
read about their life. I also think that sometimes we
just think of reading a book or an alphabetic text, but
I also think we have to think about reading the world,
being able to look at a situation that happens in the
world, that influences different things, and that’s a read
of the world. When I was younger, like your age, my
parents taught me how to read the world, and how
to understand myself and my role in it. And that’s
another way of reading that’s not reading a book, but
it’s like looking at the world and being able to read the
type of things we see happening before us and try to
understand them better.
ZHS: (Nods in agreement) Niceee! Alright, so question
number four is what do you like most about being
from Detroit?
ABB: (Smiles widely) Awwww man. I just LOVE
Detroit! One of the things I like most about being from
Detroit is the community of Detroit, the people. We
have our own kinda language, like, ‘What Up Doe!’ We
have our own way of talking and greeting. But Detroit
is so colorful to me. The way people dress—you know,
our style of hair, the different places, and things we can
do there. Like, Belle Isle was one of my favorite places
when I was little. It still is one of my favorite places. I
think it’s the people, being a part of the people—that
you feel are underdogs, too. That have always been left
out but made sure we were on the top! That was a really
good question, Zuri!
ZHS: (Smiles). Thank you!

ZHS: Alrighhht! So, do you think reading is important? And Why?

ABB: I also like the museums. I love to eat in Detroit.
It’s just so many different things. I love that I went to
Detroit schools. I still have friends from those schools
that I still connect with today. A lot of good memories
in Detroit. Some other sad memories, but a lot of good
memories, too.

ABB: I absolutely think reading is important. I think
reading is important because you can connect to other

ZHS: Okay. Thank you. My next question is, how can
children and parents work together to have more fun?
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ABB: I think it’s so important for parents and children
to work together to center joy! Just being able to do
fun things together as a family, that’s sometimes outside
of schoolwork and different things like that. If it’s that
you want to go swim—go swimming. If you want to
go traveling together—go travel! I think there’s ways of
learning, sometimes, that might not happen in school
spaces. For example, if a child wants to learn about a
place they’ve never been, I think it’s good for parents
and kids to travel together. I always have the best experiences with my family, with my kids when we go travel
to new places and learn new things. That’s always the
best thing, but I also think reading together is something good that we can do as a family. Our family just
recently read The 1619 Project, but the children’s book.
And we kinda created this roundtable, where we each
went around, and we read two pages. And that was
really fun because we were able to learn about our history, but also hear each other read and laugh together.

ZHS: (Hugs Dr. Baker-Bell)
On our way back home to Detroit after the conference,
Mommy asked me what I liked most about spending
time with and interviewing Dr. Baker-Bell. I said,
“Well, I appreciate that she loves me. And I know she
loves me because she gave me her time!” Mommy’s
response was, “Wow, that’s beautiful, baby! You’re
absolutely right!” I hope that everyone reading this will
show more love to others and make time for people and
ideas that make them happy!
Thank you,
Zuri Hudson Stanbrough

ZHS: Wow. Okay. My last question is, what advice do
you have for people to live out their dreams?
ABB: Mmmmmm. Okay. I think…when I was a kid, I
did a lot of imagining. I always knew I wanted to be a
teacher, and one of the first things, not only did I play
school, but in my mind and head, I’d imagine me being
a teacher and teaching other students. That was one
thing to help me live out my dreams because whenever
things got hard when I’d try to become a teacher, I
always saw that vision of me being in a classroom, and
me teaching kids, and that helped me to stick to my
goal. I think that’s something that should happen. Just
keep moving forward—whatever it is that your dream
is—just keep working towards it, and you will get
it. But you also have to keep making sure that you’re
imagining, and that you’re seeing it, and that you’re telling yourself that you can do it—that you can achieve
your dreams and it will happen. Speak it into existence!
ZHS: (Smiles widely) Right! Thank you so much for
your time!
ABB: Thank you for your time! It was beautiful! We
have to do this again!
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University Distinguished Professor Emerita
of English & Co-Founder of the African
American & African Studies Program,
Michigan State University
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East
Lansing•
Detroit •

I was 18 years old when I first heard the name Dr.
Geneva Napolean Smitherman, (a.k.a.“Dr. G”) and her
impact on students, culture, language, and all things
Blackness! During my sophomore year as an English
major at Michigan State University (MSU), I served
as a Resident Assistant (RA) on the second floor of
Yakeley/Gilchrist Hall in West Circle Complex. In
this position, I would conduct rounds throughout the
multiple dorms in the complex, ensure the safety of
residents, and organize meetings and events based on
residents’ interests and needs. Each night, I would also
check on my favorite residents, one being my present-day best friend, Tanisha (Tompkins) Sanders, who
was the first resident I met that fall semester. We were
both from Detroit and loved music, so we would sit in
our rooms and in the hallways, listening to Anita Baker
and Luther Vandross, envisioning what our futures
would be like. We are indeed living the lives that we
planned for ourselves almost 25 years ago.
Throughout that year, another resident, Brandi, would
join our sister circle after returning from one of her
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evening courses and would gleefully tell Tanisha and me
about her class on African American English. Brandi’s
face said it all every week. The class was everything to
her. A Ronald E. McNair Scholar at the time, and now
Dr. Brandi E. Newkirk-Turner, Associate Provost for
Academic Affairs and Professor in the Department of
Communicative Disorders at Jackson State University, Brandi also highlighted what it meant to her as a
Black undergraduate student to have a Black professor.
This resonated with me because I had not yet had that
experience. Brandi made her professor, Dr. Smitherman,
sound like pure magic. She touted her career accomplishments, books she had written, and community
work she engaged in.
Specifically, I remember Brandi telling us about Dr.
Smitherman’s My Brother’s Keeper Mentoring Program
(MBK), which she co-founded with the late Dr. Clifford Watson in 1990 at Malcolm X Academy (MXA),
the first African-centered all-male public school in the
country and part of the Detroit Public Schools system.
I learned that MBK was a mentoring program for Black

Michigan Reading Journal

Dr. Raven L. Jones and Dr. Geneva Napoleon Smitherman

middle school males designed to assist participants with
developing self-awareness, while also exposing them to
college life and research and career opportunities. MBK
mentees were matched with undergraduate and graduate students at MSU.

and the ways I am mothering my baby girl nearly made
me pass out. She said I have vision. Yet, she has been
my muse, reminding me how to get to the light at the
end of every tunnel. This interview is an offering of us
both seeing!

Years later, I would come to learn for myself that Dr.
Smitherman was more than magical. She was a legend
in every way possible. Because of Brandi’s joyful framing of Dr. Smitherman, I was geeked to enroll in one
of her courses and serve as an MBK mentor for several
years. Both experiences profoundly changed my life
significantly. MBK will always have my heart. To this
day, I still reflect on driving from MSU to Detroit to
MXA to learn from Dr. Smitherman, the mentees, and
MSU mentors and graduate assistants, including Drs.
David Kirkland, Austin Jackon, and Jeffery Robinson.
Our Blackness was affirmed during each session. We
centered ourselves. Our people. Our stories. At the start
of every MBK session, mentees and mentors recited
an affirming pledge. It was our cultural compass and
reminder for us to never forget who we are. And now,
because of that practice, I recite daily affirmations with
my daughter, Zuri Hudson.

Logs in to Zoom.

This interview was a full circle moment for me. Real
talk! Dr. G has been my mentor, academic mother, confidant, and friend. Her steadfast and intentional mentoring has allowed me to enter rooms and sit at tables
that I know I would not have been able to without her
advocacy and love. Whether inviting me to co-present
with her at conferences, modeling for me and others
how to develop our scholarly identities or attending my
graduation parties and taking me on fine-dining dates
just to kick it and help me plan my life, Dr. G is everything to me! And so many others! I would not be where
I am without her guidance. She has gotten me together
time and time again, while also reminding me that I am
a writer and thinker. As soon as we logged onto Zoom
for this interview, it was a love fest filled with laughter,
respect, and honor. We kee kee’d like never before. I
learned so much more about her life as a Black woman,
PK (Preacher’s Kid), language and literacy Scholar, her
connections to Detroit, and everything in between.
Hearing Dr. G reveal she is proud of me and my work

Dr. Raven L. Jones: Heyyyyy Doc!!! Look at you! I’m
on the line with the woman of the hour! You lookin’
good, G! You bout to make me cuss and pray at the
same time!
Dr. Geneva Napolean Smitherman: (Laughs heartily)
Shut up, fool! You still crazy! Look at you! I remember
little ole Raven. Now, you’re all grown up!
RJ: (Smiles widely) Thank you, Dr. G!
GS: How are things going at MSU?
RJ: Wonderful! I’m having a great time. Our Chair, Dr.
Carter Andrews, is amazing and has been a Godsend!
GS: Excellent! Please tell her I send love and much
respect. And give her a big hug for me!
RJ: I definitely will. I appreciate you taking the time to
do this for Zuri Hudson and me. You’ve been a constant in my life since I was an undergraduate student,
so it means a lot to have this time with you and to
highlight your realness, love for Detroit, and inspiring career. I want to start out by going back to your
younger years and hearing you reflect on your younger
self. Could you share where you are from? What were
some of your favorite hobbies as a child? What are your
current hobbies? Favorite foods?
GS: I was born and started school in Brownsville,
Tennessee. It’s a small rural community in Hayward
County. And in my father’s brief story about his life
growing up in Brownsville, he wrote about his friend,
Elbert Williams. Elbert Williams was a member of the
NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of
Color People). He was lynched by the Ku Klux Klan

Fall 2022, Vol. 55, No. 1

17

Guest Co-Editor Interview with Dr. Geneva Napoleon Smitherman

because he was working and getting Negroes…this was
back in the 1930s and 40s…and he was lynched by the
Klan for getting Negroes registered to vote.
RJ: Wow! Just wow!
GS: When my Daddy tells it in his autobiography, he
says they took Mr. Williams to the Hatchie River Bridge
and… shot him 11 times and threw his body over the
Hatchie River. This is the kind of white supremacist
terrorism that shaped my early family life. It motivated
my father to become a part of what the historians call,
“The Great Migration.” The Great Migration, as you
might recall, is when seven million Black people left the
South between 1916 and 1970. Seven million! As my
Daddy put it in his autobiographical story, “Steppin’ out
on faith, I left Haywood County with six dollars in my
pocket and the clothes on my back!” He was married
and with a baby on the way, which was me. This was
1940. That’s the kinda background I came from. When
you asked me about hobbies, I had to laugh… for Black
kids in the 40s, we didn’t have no hobbies. My parents
couldn’t afford them. I would spend my time reading
books and newspapers. That was my hobby and a habit
I maintain to this very day.
RJ: I’m speechless. I love it. Thank you for that. So
powerful!
GS: You asked me about my favorite foods?
RJ: Yes!
GS: Hey! I’m a southern girl. My favorite foods are
greens, okra, corn, and red velvet cake! Everybody
knows me for that. All my grad students learn about
that, and after they have their defense, they’ll have their
foods and drinks to celebrate, there’d be a little bitty red
velvet cake right in front of me. They’ve learned that’s
my favorite, that’s my weakness.
RJ: (Laughs with Dr. Smitherman) I so love that. This
is good to know. I want to transition and ask when did
you know that you'd pursue education/academia. How
did your scholarly trajectory and career begin?
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GS: Ever since I can remember as a kid growing up,
teaching has been my passion, my calling. You know
when you’re growing up and you play house, and you
imitate grown-ups? I always imitated the role of the
teacher. That’s what I did when I got my degree and my
certificate; I started teaching at the K-12 level. In those
years, we called it intermediate school. And then, high
school. And Raven, I never gave a thought to teaching
college--until one night when I was working on my
degree in English. I was enrolled in an evening class
that met one day a week. Our professor announced that
he’d be reading our papers, and if we wanted to come
to his office to go over our papers, we could. He mentioned that he only taught one other class, which also
met one day a week. We were all working on our Masters, and most of my classmates were like me--they were
teaching full-time and in public schools. In English,
we’d teach 5-6 classes a day with 30-35 students per
class. So, when this big-time professor is telling us he
only teaches two classes a week, one of my classmates
asked, “Oh, is that just part-time?” And he said,
“No, of course not; that’s full-time! That’s how they
do it in academia!” That’s when we learned about the
teaching schedule of professors. I said, “Oh, that’s the
key!” That’s how these professors have time to think.
They have time to really read students’ papers, connect
research, attend conferences. That’s when I made my
plan to get my Ph.D.
RJ: YASSS! That’s good. That’s so rich. I remember
having a similar moment and just being exhausted from
having so many students and endless work to check.
I’d come home and pass out, and my mom thought
something was wrong with me. I’d just tell her, “Mom,
I’m exhausted!”
GS: Yup! I was teaching at Northwestern High School.
That’s 30-35 students per class. That’s 30-35 papers. I
was working on my degree and getting my permanent
teaching certificate. And during those years, in order
to qualify for your permanent teaching certificate
in Michigan, you had to teach a minimum of three
years, and you had to have a Masters or so many hours
towards a Masters. Here I am teaching all these classes
and reading all these papers every day, and then we had
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this professor telling us, “Well, in college, we don’t do
it that way!” I thought, “Dang, ok! I’m smart! I can do
this. Imma get a Ph.D. too, dammit!” And that’s when
I decided to go to graduate school.

RJ: He did. Now, tell me about some of your proudest accomplishments, whether they’re related to your
career, things you’ve done in the community, or in your
family?

RJ: Yup! I’m so glad to know that story, Dr. G. That’s
fascinating, and it shows a deeper level of thinking. It’s
like, I’m going to get in front of this, and that’s going to
benefit me and my own trajectory--not only with your
career, but with everything.

GS: One of the things I wanted to mention is about the
spelling bee. At Bellevue, all my teachers were White.
In fact, Raven, I only had one Black teacher when I
started at Brownsville, when I was four years old. That
was my only Black teacher, during my WHOLE educational and grad school time, period. That one Black
teacher. So, here I am in elementary school in Detroit,
in predominantly white schools, and one of my proudest accomplishments was winning the grade-level
spelling bee and the school spelling bee every year for
five years in a row.

GS: Yes, I mean, I had been teaching since I was 19.
RJ: How old were you when you graduated from high
school?
GS: I graduated a month after I turned 15. I turned 15
in December, and I graduated in January.
RJ: 15? Wow! So, you skipped a couple of grades?
GS: See, in them years, they double promoted kids, so
I was double promoted twice. Also, in them years, you
could go to summer school and earn half a grade. My
father was an advocate of education because he only
finished the 7th grade. He wanted us to get all that he
couldn’t get, so he was pushing me every summer to go
to summer school to get a half a grade. In them years,
Raven, you started high school in the 10th grade, not
the 9th. When I went to high school, I was 12 years old
in the 10th grade. And my best friend, Beverly, had a
similar experience; so, she was 13. We in the 10th grade
at Cass Tech! We’ve been best friends for 60 years.
RJ: 10th grade at Cass Tech?!? Stop it! Thank you for
sharing that. It’s givin’ inspiration! And it’s cool to hear
that your best friend, your ride or die, is still your ride
or die! This is so good, G! I also wanted to extend my
love again to you and your family with the loss of your
brother. You know, I enjoyed your brother, Sherrif
Benny Napolean. Everybody loved him, and he always
lit up a room.
GS: Thank you so much! Yes, he was so committed to
Detroit. He loved the city.

RJ: (Falls out my chair, literally) Wait a minute! Stop it!
That’s so what’s up! Five years in a row!? You was like,
“Y’all go sit down, somewhere! Let me give y’all some
of this Black energy!”
GS: (Laughs boldly) That was one of my accomplishments, and everybody would be like, “How she always
winnin’ that?” And they’d whisper behind my back. My
sister told me, “They sayin,’ you cheat!” I said, “Well,
they’re lookin’ right at me. If I’m cheatin’, they can see
me! You gotta line up in front of everybody!” I was 9
or 10 when I first won. And my daddy was my biggest
influence. He was just so proud.
RJ: (Laughs and claps hands) I love it. You’re something else, Dr. G! Any other accomplishments you want
to share?
GS: Oh yes! Another accomplishment was about
church. When Daddy got the call to preach, he decided
he wanted to found his own church. He called a meeting of 26 people--some were relatives, some were his
boys that he ran with, and he said, “I want y’all to help
me and I’m gone found a church.” And it was in our
living room, deep East side, in 1956. I wrote a history
about the church, and I had to name those 26 people.
In fact, there are only two of us left. At that founding
meeting, they voted for the officers to run the church,
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and my grandmother—who was there and who I’m
named after her, Geneva—it was her sister, she was
voted the secretary of the church. And me—now mind
you, it’s 1956, I’m going to college, but I ain’t but 15
years old—they voted me the assistant secretary!
RJ: (Throws up praise hands and shouts) C’mon,
somebody! At 15 years old! Wow, G! Listen, you’ve
been around language and literacy your entire life. This
is beautiful! I’m not surprised. It’s just beautiful to be
able to absorb this energy and this zeal that you have. I
mean you’ve always just been so fly to me, right! From
your earrings and braids to just how you show up!
That’s amazing—at 15 years old, you assumed the role
of assistant secretary!
GS: Yup, at 15 years old! These elders had that kinda
confidence in me. Yup, 1956 was the founding of Tennessee Missionary Baptist Church. We built a brandnew church under my father, and we now own the
whole corner. It’s on Kercheval and Fisher. We own the
whole corner, and we own the land across from it—the
parking lot, and we own another lot on the Kercheval
side. The church was built in 1971, and in 1978 we
paid off the mortgage. My daddy was still working and
was saving money. First, we were in a storefront on
Gratiot, and my daddy said he wanted to get out of
the storefront and build a brand-new church. We got a
baptismal pool. We got Sunday School rooms. We got
space to have picnics. That was his vision.
RJ: That’s everything! YASSS! That’s the community.
Oh—that’s so beautiful that y’all were able to do that.
Started with 26 people, and it just grew because y’all
kept nurturing, watering, and sowing into yourselves
and your communities.
GS: Absolutely! That was his vision. Having vision is so
important. Just like I see the things you’re doing with
your daughter. She’s interviewing. Co-presenting with
you. You have a vision.
RJ: Yes, I totally do. We do. It’s an honor to be her
mother and to support her literacy awareness and how
she best learns. Like, even for this special issue with the
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Michigan Reading Journal, she’s been so excited. And
I’ve been explaining to her what it all means for us and
our community. Her favorite part of the process has
been interviewing Dr. April Baker-Bell. I remember
being there at Dr. Baker-Bell’s dissertation defense and
just seeing you smiling and seeing you be so proud as
one of her committee members. I share those stories
with my baby girl. I want her to always know she
comes from Black excellence.
GS: Wow! How old is she again?
RJ: She’s 7.
GS: Wow, Raven. And she’s already done so much. You
got the vision. See, in my generation, we were limited.
We didn’t think like that. And you just done bust the
sh** wide open!
RJ: (Laughs loudly) Yes, bust it wide open! You crazy, G!
Ok so—let’s keep talking about your accomplishments.
GS: Ok. You know that Ann Arbor case that everyone
talks about, the Black English case with Martin Luther
King, Jr Elementary School? I have to give a little
background. After Harvard Press turned down Talkin
and Testifyin, Houghton Mifflin came to me and said,
“We want that book!” I said, “Oh yeah?” And as a result
of that, I started doing a lot of TV interviews. I was
interviewed on The Today Show in the 70s. The Black
attorney that was representing the kids in that lawsuit
said he never watched TV in the morning before he goes
to work, but something told him to turn it on. When
he turned it on, he said, “I saw this beautiful Black
woman who was talking about Black English, and that’s
the case we’re trying to construct for these kids!” I was
being interviewed about Talkin and Testifyin, and I was
making a point about how people hear the language,
and they think the kids need to be in learning disability
classes. When that TV interview was over, I got a call
from my secretary from Black Studies. She called me at
home and said, “There’s this attorney, Kenneth Lewis,
and he said must speak with you immediately!” He said
to me, “You’re exactly what we need.” They hadn’t been
able to find anybody, an expert witness, to talk about the
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language, and that was critical because the Equal Educational Opportunity Act speaks to the fact that a school
district must provide education to overcome any kind of
language barriers for youth. Ann Arbor School District
had been arguing that Black English isn’t a language, it
doesn’t count, it doesn’t fit into that law. The judge ruled
against them. He said, if any language that children
speak, which is interfering or is a barrier to them learning to read or getting educated, the school district has to
train the teachers in that language and on how to reach
the kids. That’s just what you got to do. That’s how I
got involved. Ken Lewis came down to Wayne State and
said, “Just give me 10 minutes, Dr. Smitherman.” He
rushed outta his office and came down to Black Studies at Wayne State, and the rest is history. He and his
partner, a Jewish lawyer, were lawyers for Michigan Legal
Services, which was providing pro bono work for people
who were from low-income statuses.
RJ: Wow. And that was in 1977?
GS: Yes. Ken said he never watched TV, but said, “’God
works in mysterious ways.”’ He was a young guy and
had just passed the bar. He wanted to commit to helping poor people. He passed away a few years ago, but
his partner, the Jewish lawyer, is still living. This case is
widely cited in legal scholarship. People started talking
more about Black English.
RJ: That’s so rich. Do you remember some of the things
that immediately came after that interview with The
Today Show? Like, who started to contact you more?
Would you say it was school districts, universities?
GS: It was really the media. Talkin and Testifyin was
the first book by a Black linguist in that era. Previously,
the work had been done by White linguists. My work
with those kids and their parents—that was the most
rewarding work I’ve ever done, and it was hard work.
Yeah, it was. See, Raven—remember I told you, I had
to take speech therapy and speech correction when I
was a freshman student Wayne State.
RJ: No, you didn’t say that! Naw, you ain’t tell me that.
Say more.

GS: I thought I told you that. In the 1950s, anybody
who spoke what we now call Black English or African American English was considered slow, learning
disabled. If you were an adult, you were considered
ignorant or stupid. So, in those years, if you wanted to
go into teaching, part of getting your teaching license
was passing the speech test. When I took the speech
test, I was 15. I had just graduated from Cass. I failed
the test and had to take speech correction, and I had to
pay for it.
RJ: So, you failed the test, and then had to pay for
courses?
GS: Yeah, it wasn’t free! In the speech correction course,
there were about 10-12 other students in there. Some
of them were White. Think about it. Appalachia. White
folks from there didn’t speak standard English. Think
about White kids from the Bronx in New York City.
So, anybody who was really working class or spoke a
lower-class dialect—they were failing. In the class, there
were Blacks, Hispanics, Whites from Appalachia, the
South, and Whites from New Jersey. And the speech
therapist didn’t know what to do with us, because
speech therapists treat stuttering, language delay—they
teach people with real physiological communication
disorders, and we ain’t have none of that. We ain’t even
stutter. None of her therapy stuff worked. We just
spoke a different variety.
RJ: So, what did she ultimately end up doing to help
y’all?
GS: She taught us the test. She gave us a list of words
to pronounce that was a part of the test. Like “south.”
We would say, “souf,” and she’d say, “Let’s pronounce
it again, together.” I mean, she was great. She figured
it out. She was cool. We all passed the test because she
taught us various skills and strategies.
RJ: Whew, your life is so much! How do you keep up
with all of this? These experiences? You’re talking about
the 50s, 60s, 70s, and here we are—it’s 2022.
GS: (Shakes her head, smiling) Yeah, I don’t know.
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RJ: So, what has inspired you to 'keep on keepin' on?'
I’ve heard you use that phrase several times. What does
that mean to you?
GS: Well, “keep on keepin’ on,” is another way of
saying, within the Black church tradition, “clothed in
your right mind!”
RJ: (Smiles, snaps fingers, and waves hands)
GS: Now, ‘keep on keepin’ on’ means you’re clothed
in your right mind. Cuz, you know being in this new
world, especially from the Jim Crow South and segregation—I mean, you couldn’t get outta your right mind.
So, we don’t just say, “keep on keepin’ on,” we also say,
“and clothed in my right mind!” I think my main influence is my father, the Rev. Henry Nelson Napolean. He
was a motherless child at seven, and he was a dominant
speaker in my life. He had a major impact on me.
Daddy was a self-made man and mostly self-educated
man. He didn’t go past 7th grade until he was older
and went to night school when he was in his 30s and
going to seminary. He was obsessed with knowledge.
He told people and the kids at church to read, study,
read the Bible, study anything, get knowledge—don’t
leave here ignorant like when you came into the world!
He practiced what he preached. My father read not
just the Black newspaper; he read the White ones, too.
He read the Michigan Chronicle when it came out.
In those years, we had the Detroit Times, and later it
became The Detroit Free Press. He read Jet magazine,
Ebony, the World Report. He was always reading. He
always worked full-time and part-time. His part-time
job when I was growing up was at Wayne State in the
parking lot. He was a parking attendant. In those years,
Wayne State had a big student services building on the
corner of Cass and Ferry. He would take his newspapers
and books to the parking job, and he’d read. He was
always pushing education—at home and in the church.
In Sunday School, he’d tell the teachers—let the people
read it out loud, so you can help them, and you’ll know
what words they don’t understand and what they’re
missing. And Raven—as a Christian, he said, “the
knowledge you get, share it with other people.” He was
way ahead of his time. He believed in the economic
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independence of women. He was teaching me and my
sisters, ‘“Have your own, don’t depend on no man! Not
even me.”’ And this was in the 50s and early 60s. And
he told us not to depend on the government.
RJ: Oh, I love that! That’s a word! Don’t depend on no
man or the government! Have your own. Blessings!
GS: Yup! He was just ahead of his time, and that’s what
really helped me “keep on keepin’ on!”
RJ: So that’s how you became aware of sociopolitical
things—being right there at home with your dad who
was also preaching the word and was astute and aware.
GS: Yes, he was! That’s him. My father was something!
RJ: What comes to mind when you hear the words,
"Black," "Detroit," "Malcolm X Academy," and "My
Brother's Keeper"? You know, I was just talking to
Geneva Thomas—“Lil G,” before this interview. She’s
in New Jersey living very well. I love talking to her.
We talk about MBK to this day. I also still talk to
other former MBK mentors: Allison Paige and Ebony
Thomas, who are both in Chicago. And Lulu Fall from
D.C., Kimberly Walker, and Dr. Dominick Quinney,
who just got tenure. What’s funny is when he learned
he got tenure, he was right here on my couch. Him,
Lulu, and Rivonne were here visiting. And we were kee
keein’ and talkin’ so much junk. And he looked at his
phone and was like, “Oh my gosh, I got tenure!” We
just started praising. Started playing trap music. Oh, we
had a whole celebration. Every time we gather, we talk
about MBK. We talk about revolution. We learned a
lot and we’re grateful for you, Drs. Robinson, Kirkland,
and Jackson. You know!
GS: That’s so beautiful. That was a long time ago.
When I think of all of that, I think of good feelings! We
were working to make things better for the next generation. We were all committed to Black liberation. To the
struggle. And good feelings. Happy feelings, too. Those
were good memories.
RJ: When I think about that program and what it
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must’ve taken for you, David, Austin, and others to
work towards getting those university dollars for us, I’m
just grateful!

GS: He’s doing pretty good. They merged Malcolm
X and Paul Robeson. He’s still the principal there. He
started out when the school first opened in 1991 as a
teacher’s aide. He’s done a lot of wonderful work there.

GS: Tell me about it!
RJ: So, THANK YOU for that! The mentees are now
adults with their own children, telling them stories
from their time in MBK. I know it wasn’t easy, but y’all
made it look easy. We had a ball driving them university vans, going to Eastern Market after the sessions. So
many good stories. Again, thank y’all for that!
GS: It worked because we were all on one accord.
Even though we were all different and had different
personalities, we were on one accord. And that was a
good feeling. When Malcom X Academy first opened,
it was located in a White neighborhood. In 1991, they
didn’t have a building. The Detroit Board of Education
approved the Malcolm X Academy’s existence, and we
had worked out the curriculum, but we didn’t have a
physical space, so they put us in a school on the borderline of Detroit and Dearborn, Far West off Warren.
It was an all-White working-class neighborhood. The
neighborhood didn’t want the school there. They would
throw eggs at the school buses when the kids were
being dropped off at that building. Dr. Watson told
Jeff and me that they vandalized the building on the
weekends.

RJ: Share some insights on what it's been like to teach
at various institutions? At PWIs (Predominately White
Institutions)?
GS: The first PWI I taught at was Eastern Michigan. I
taught a night class, Freshman English, now they call it
First Year Writing. All the students were White. A student wrote a letter to the Chair of the English department complaining about me. He said he didn’t think
he could learn to write under my instruction. In those
years, department chairs, even at Harvard, would come
or send someone to observe your teaching. I said, “Well,
what did I do? What is the nature of his complaint?”
And he read it to me. He said, “I don’t think I can learn
Standard English in this class because my instructor is a
Negro, and the Negroes can hardly even speak English!
RJ: (Falls out my chair, laughs to keep from crying)
Whattttttttt!!! Are you serious??? Stop it!
GS: (Laughs and puts her hands on her forehead) It
would be funny if it wasn’t so sad. I said, “What!”
RJ: Because she’s a Negro and Negroes don’t know how
to what?

RJ: That’s so crazy and hurtful.
GS: This was an elementary school. These were little
kids. The White people would scream and yell at the
kids. We were so happy to finally get our building, but
for the first six months, that’s where we were.
RJ: That’s heavy.
GS: But that next year, the school board found us that
wonderful building on Chicago, which is where you
would come.
RJ: Yes, it was a beautiful building. What’s Dr. Jeffrey
Robinson doing now?

GS: Because she’s a Negro, and Negros don’t know how
to speak English, much less to teach someone else how
to write it. I was flabbergasted. And you know what,
the chair was flabbergasted too. He said, “I have never
dealt with anything like this.” He was one of those cool
White guys. I said, “Well, transfer him to another class.
I don’t want him to have any excuses.” So, Raven—he
transferred him to another instructor’s class that met at
night. And guess what?
RJ: What?!?
GS: He failed! He wanted a White male instructor. And
I felt sorry for him. God don’t like ugly!
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RJ: (Laughs) Okayyyy! God don’t like ugly! Hold on. I
got something for you that’ll resonate with you. (Grabs
tambourine)
GS: (Starts praise dancing in her chair). Heyyyyy!!!
RJ: Ok, so that was at Eastern. From Eastern, you went
where?
GS: Then I got hired full-time as an instructor at
Wayne State. I didn’t have my Ph.D. yet. When I finished graduate school at Michigan, that’s when Harvard
opened up and established the Black Studies Department in 1969. And in 1970 and 1971, they were
recruiting Black faculty. I was hired by the head of the
new Black Studies department. Racism was still there,
but it was covered up in polite language.
RJ: Do you recall if a lot of that couching came more
from your students or colleagues or a combination of
both?
GS: The students were cool. It was more so from the
colleagues. There was some resistance. I decided to
leave Harvard. I was there for two and a half years.
And Wayne State in the meanwhile opened up a Black
Studies Center. When I left, they didn’t have it, and
then the students picketed and protested. Wayne State
hired me back to be head of the Black Studies Center.
I have to give credit to the head of the department at
Harvard. He made sure we had research money. I had
two teaching assistants. I mean unlimited conference
travel money…I didn’t like the culture. I come from
Detroit—where we reign supreme in da D!
RJ: Right! Speak on it! It’s everything here!
GS: Right! And Boston wasn’t nothing like that. The
culture of Boston is altogether different. In some cities,
like Detroit, there’s some real togetherness.

RJ: How long were you at MSU?
GS: I came to MSU in ’89, and I was at MSU for 23
years. That year in 1988, 1989, all 15 universities in the
State of Michigan had an uprising. Every single one of
them had some kinda unrest, student mobilization, and
uprising. And the one at Michigan State was carried
out by Jeff Robinson. He was then an undergraduate
student at Michigan State. It was him and Darius
Peyton. They took over the administration building.
Locked it down. Wayne State students had done that
not too much before then. And my brother who passed,
Benny—he was head of the Michigan Civil Rights
Convention that year, and he convened hearings at
every one of those 15 college campuses.
RJ: My goodness. This is just too much history
wrapped up within itself.
GS: Benny’s whole life was public service. Everything
he did. Now, at Michigan State—this is Lou Anna
Simon—she was the Assistant Provost, and they negotiated with the students. I give Lou Anna credit for that.
They met students’ demands. They wanted more Black
faculty. They offered funds for every department at
Michigan State to recruit and hire senior Black faculty.
RJ: Okay. I gotchu!
GS: So, I had already done some public speaking
engagements and workshops for the English department in English and Language. So, when they got the
offer from the Provost Office, that’s when I said, “Ok,
I’ll go.”
RJ: This is just so much, G. Twenty-three years. You
done put your time in Queen! That’s why you get to
relax and be all off frolicking in South Africa! You get to
do that! Absolutely!
GS: (Laughs hard) Not frolicking!

RJ: Yeah, and then from Wayne State, you went to MSU?
GS: Yeah, I was the head of Black Studies at Wayne
State for 15, 16 years.
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RJ: (Laughs hard, too) So, what’s it like to write a
book for you? Like, what’s your process? How do you
know when it’s time to shut it down and go in the lab?
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Oh my gosh, you’ve written so many, and they’re not
flimsy texts.
GS: (Laughs)
RJ: They’re very comprehensive. They encompass so
much history. Timeliness of Blackness and hopes and
desires mixed with racial tension based on language
and linguistic policies and practices. How do you know
where to pick up where you’ve left off?
GS: It’s inspiration! You know in the Roman ...and
Greek... traditions, I know they’re European and not
African, but in those traditions, they talk about the
inspiration of the muse. The muse that inspired Homer
to write The Odyssey. Well, that’s to me, like in the
Judeo-Christian tradition, the visitation of the spirit!
And the spirit moves you and gives you ideas. You gotta
learn to listen to them thoughts!
RJ: (Speechless for 7 seconds; I counted.) Yes! You gotta
learn to listen!
GS: That’s the inspiration coming from the spirit. And
on a practical level, good writers are good readers. You
gotta read everything you get your hands on. Like my
daddy.
RJ: You’re givin’ me so many vibes and ideas right now.
And this might be difficult to answer, but do you have a
favorite book that you’ve written?
GS: Ohhhh. My favorite—each one! I would say Word
from the Mother. It’s like I updated 21st century Talkin
and Testifyin, to me. And it’s been recently updated
and released as a classic. And now it has a foreword by
a young brother, Dr. H. Samy Alim. He does work on
hip hop.
RJ: Yup! I got y’all other one, Articulate While Black…!
GS: Yup! That was his idea. That’s what the spirit sent
him. And he said, “G, I got an idea for this book on
Obama, and I want you to help me write it. Write it
with me!” And I was like, “Okay, okay—let’s do it.”

RJ: See, and that’s how you get caught up, but that’s
good! It keeps you connected and grounded, G! We get
excited when we see your name out here. We know you
busy. We know you have other things to do, and you’re
still down for us! Okay, last question. You just came
out with your most recent work, My Soul Look Back
in Wonder: Memories from a Life of Study, Struggle, and
Doin Battle in the Language Wars (2022)! What was it
like to reflect on its content?
GS: Thank you for asking that because I haven’t really
had anyone else to talk to about this. I’m trying to
think about how to make education work for all our
youth. And revisiting that Black English case, the King
case, to say what did we miss that can help us now? It
was about educating Black kids. And Raven, now that
I’m revisiting that historical moment, I’m remembering
the respectability politics. I learned that from y’all. I
missed it. This is something I learned from y’all generation. If we’re going to have equal opportunity education, we must have educational equity. How do you
make sure that children in housing projects get a good
education and learn to read? That’s the other big area
that I’m trying to see. What did we miss in that King
case? That’s the charge that I’m laying on y’all.
RJ: Wow! Ok. THANK YOU for all of this! I love
you, Dr. G. This has allowed me to reflect on my own
upbringing so much. You’ve done a lot for so many
people and communities, and you’re still connected to
your people. I love this.
GS: (Smiles) Thank you, Raven! Alright baby! I love you!
RJ: (Smiles) I love you, too! Make sure you stay fine!
Imma send you some red velvet cake!
My goodness! I am so full in this moment. You just
read and learned from the language Queen herself.
I literally bowed at the end of the interview and did
another praise dance with my tambourine! You might
be thinking, “Dang, this is a long interview.” And to
that, I say, “Greatness takes time and to ‘put some
respeck(t) on her name!” I am thankful to Dr. Brandi
Newkirk-Turner for taking Dr. G’s African American
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English class at MSU back in the day and coming back
to our dorm after class to share parts of Dr. G’s story
with Tanisha and me. Dr. G is church. Sunday School.
Revival. And my spirit has been renewed from her
genius, transparency, laughter, and love. Dr. G is your
favorite concert. The one you get dressed up for—to see
that artist you cannot live without. And you even do a
2-step in the aisle, or stand up, screaming in excitement
because they are finally singing your favorite song. Dr.
G is that meal you crave. The one that your mother or
grandmother makes because they can look in your eyes
and then lovingly feed your soul. I am eternally grateful
that she gave me her, “Yes!” to share more of her story
in this special issue. I hope that her astounding life has
in some way inspired you to read, write, invest in a
young person, and listen to the spirit. Furthermore, I
hope that these words have compelled you to stand in
your truth and call out injustices when you see them.
Dr. G is indeed my favorite book, and I will never tire
of reading her. Highlighting her with my life’s markers.
And keeping her in the most sacred space—my heart.
In the introduction to this interview, I shared that each
MBK session at MXA began with the mentees and
mentors reciting an affirming pledge, before engaging
in Black literature and texts. As another way to honor

Dr. G’s life and work, I am closing this interview with
that pledge. In it, I am reminded of my undergraduate
self. And now, I am excited to return to this pledge and
to recite these same words with my daughter, reminding her that we have vision and that we are our own
brother’s and sister’s keeper. Amandla!
My Brother’s Keeper Pledge
We will work hard.
We will gain knowledge.
We will share.
We will be kind to each other.
We will love and take care of each other.
We will learn to become our own brother’s and sister’s
keeper.

Isaac Robinson is a preschool student at Just Imagine Child Development Center in Redford.
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Art and Education Advocate
Black History Project
by Alix B. Walker

Detroit •

My first piece I wanted to show is my “Black History Project” I did for school on William Edward
Burghardt (W.E.B.) Du Bois. It was so much fun
making this project and I did it with Mommy and
Daddy. You can learn a lot through art. It is important
to have an education so that one day you can teach
you and learn about your own people. Mommies and
Daddies teach their children and their people so when
they grow up they can teach their children and the
“new young people.”

Figure 2. Mommy’s Heart
This art piece was made with Mommy in mind just
because I love her.

Author Biography
Alix B. Walker is a 1st grade student at Detroit Enterprise Academy in Detroit.

Figure 1. “A system cannot fail those it was never
meant to protect.” —W.E.B. Du Bois

Figure 3. Alix B. Dorsey
This last artwork piece is about me and my second
favorite color, blue.
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To Be Young, Black, and In the Academy:
A Collection of Lessons
by Yetunde Alabede, Jess Reed, and Blake Thompson

East
Lansing•

Yetunde Alabede

“We Are Each Other’s Business”
We are first year doctoral students living out the tensions of being in—but not of—academia. Our differently mapped paths have led us all to the Curriculum,
Instruction, and Teacher Education (CITE) program at
Michigan State University. Since starting this journey,
we have examined what we know, questioned how we
know, and honored who we know. As emerging scholars, we are expected to generate knowledge through rigorous educational research that confronts and extends
existing literature. However, we reach beyond these
expectations by disrupting white supremacist systems
while constantly confronting ourselves (Milner, 2007).
We ask questions that sit us in front of the mirror:
“Who are we, what do we value, and why are we doing
this work?”
We share a commitment to Black youth and communities across the African diaspora. As poet Gwendolyn
Brooks penned, “We are each other’s business. We are
each other’s magnitude and bond” (Brooks, 1971).
We aim to center counter-narratives in “the ongoing struggles against colonialism, racism, and White
supremacy among other oppressions” (Baszile, 2015,
p. 240; Tyson, 2003, p. 20). We also seek to guide
educators in helping youth strategize and (re)imagine
their futures (Calabrese Barton et al., 2020). Through

Jess Reed

Blake Thompson

it all, we care about congruence between how we and
all educators live, work, and build with young people
and community knowers.
For admission to our PhD program, we each crafted
a “Statement of Purpose” that introduced our professional goals. In this article, we revisit what purpose
means in the context of our scholarship and real-life
teaching practice. First, we illuminate our individual
journeys toward and through the program thus far. We
then declare our intentions to grow and support each
other. We, lastly, connect our personal critical reflections to implications for practitioners’ work within
themselves and with young people. As lifelong learners,
educators, and current doctoral students, it motivates
us to invite dedicated teachers into our processing of
resonant research and prompts for growth.

Why We Are (Here)
Jess: Discerning the Difference
While growing up in Detroit (Westside!), learning and
teaching in out-of-school community contexts was my
normal. During the summer before seventh grade, I
joined Wayne State University’s Math Corps Program,
which gave me friends, mentors, jokes, and opportunities. Magnetic instructors taught us to not only master
fractions and integers but to also venture into advanced
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math and imaginary numbers. I was one of hundreds of
kids who came back summer after summer, eventually
getting my first job there as a Teaching Assistant (TA).
As a shy 14-year-old, I was entrusted to help other
youth feel seen and academically confident. Winning
the Outstanding TA award a year later signaled that
I could make an impact. The “Math Corps Way” was
legitimately about kindness, support, meaningful reflection, humor, honesty, and belonging. The program was
neither subtractive nor just about math. It was family.

community center that housed our program. Another
special memory was taking students to the Black
woman-owned Norwest Art Gallery for a day-long,
interactive, and multimodal “Lit Lounge” about Black
hair. These moments symbolize opportunities. Literacy
practitioners, especially, can render texts more tangible
by partnering with local orators and sites of activity.
These local partners can, in turn, also converse with
students about the texts and stories they enjoy in school
and in out-of-school settings.

At Math Corps, Black women educators taught me that
I was worthy. Ms. Martell, a former Program Dean,
once told me through tears everything she saw in me.
Dr. Borum, previously a student in the program, was
the first Black woman I met with a PhD. Now a math
professor at Spelman College, she remains a mentor.
These women, the other staff, my friends, and mentees showed me that love should be inseparable from
learning. They were “existence proofs” of who I could
be (Ladson-Billings, 1995). They illuminated that joy
and education could belong to each other. I had some
great Detroit Public School teachers, but I trace my
professional calling and ethics back to Math Corps. As
I share this experience, I invite practitioners to consider
multiple promptings: What does it mean to be an educator? What if teachers honored youth and community
members as knowledge holders and sharers, too? What
opportunities can be created to allow youth to teach
each other in school settings? Additionally, how might
such experiences encourage some youth to become
educators and teach in their home communities?

Activities that flourish outside of school can thus
qualify as experiences of education. Since childhood,
out-of-school spaces have equipped me to envision possibilities for living, teaching, and learning with Black
youth. Before learning the scholarly language, I knew
to celebrate “community literacies” (Honeyford &
Sanchez, 2021). It has also been affirming to encounter
literature about the possibilities of community-based
programs. Baldridge et al. (2017) believe that “community-based programs provide space for young people to
imagine beyond the borders of neoliberalism, standards-based assessment, and zero tolerance policies” (p.
388). As an adult, I acknowledge these opportunities
while also navigating tensions of how out-of-school
spaces can help Black and Brown youth disrupt and
transform unjust systems if reliant on specific funding
structures to persist. Similarly, how can such spaces
pursue social justice if the interests of youth must
converge with the interests of wealthy, and often white,
donors? And finally, since school is routine to youths’
lives, how might teachers emulate some commitments
of imaginative community-based programs? Can pedagogical disruptions to neoliberal pressures and assessments spiritually refuel both teachers and students?

Before starting my PhD, I was the Education Director
at a nonprofit just minutes away from my childhood
home. During my six years there, I tried to embody
what empowered me as a participant in Math Corps. I
prioritized relationships and had the freedom to learn
alongside predominantly Black youth. We collectively
immersed ourselves with engaging, multimodal texts
and community storytellers. While reading Ghost
(Reynolds, 2016), my sixth- and seventh-graders met
and chatted with Detroiter Lou Scott, who ran in the
1968 Summer Olympics. The moment was organic
as Scott, a retired teacher, routinely exercised at the
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Since transitioning to my doctoral program, I have
remembered my questions. I intend to approach
curriculum, instruction, and teacher education with
my vibrant foundation in out-of-school learning
spaces. I accept my instructors’ challenges to discern
the difference between schooling and education, as
the former perpetuates violence and the latter invites
resistance and transformation. Texts like Literacies of
Power (Macedo, 1994) have magnified that “the reading
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of the world must precede the reading of the word”
(p. 16). Holding literacy in conversation with critical race theory (Taylor, Gillborn, & Ladson-Billings,
2016) and colored epistemologies (Scheurich & Young,
1997) makes me ponder: What all is needed to co-create educational home spaces for Black youth to enact
liberatory literacies while unpoliced? How might educators sharpen students’ comprehension of oppressions
while preserving their joy? What if we also supported
their self-fluency in expressing what they imagine and
need? Through centering the ‘all’ of expression (writing,
speaking, thinking, feeling, moving, listening, sharing,
making, and being), how can we craft joy, resistance,
connection, and even African diasporic consciousness? For practitioners teaching, and more profoundly,
learning with and from Black students, heeding these
questions could disrupt the disrespectful existence of
detached educational spaces. Black youth deserve resonant educational communities where they can define
wholeness. May they only learn about fragments in
sentence structures rather than being forced to become
fragments themselves.
Yetunde: Essentializing Me Through Language
Language is a complex and dynamic word (Papi &
Hiver, 2020), and its meaning can be found within the
context of situation and culture (Halliday, 1993). Yet,
one consensus is that language is a communication tool
(Rabiah, 2018) that helps people express their thoughts
and feelings in society (Halliday, 1993). Language can
be written or spoken, but receptive skills (listening and
speaking) are essential to developing productive skills
(reading and writing). Personally, the role of language
cannot be overemphasized in defining where I come
from, where I am, and where I am going. Coming from
Nigeria, a linguistically diverse country (Akujobi; 2019;
Lambu, 2020; Ugwu, 2020), I unconsciously became
bilingual and bi-literate from childhood, just like most
Nigerian kids. Reflectively, I see my position as a PhD
student today because of my bilingual and biliteracy
skills, which started at a tender age.
To say that Nigeria’s language policy helped my literacy skill is no gainsay. One of the country’s primary
education objectives is to “inculcate permanent literacy,

numeracy, and the ability to communicate effectively”
(National Policy on Education, 2008, p. 18). In
the same policy, the language of the environment is
supposed to be the language of instruction in the first
three years of schooling. In the early 1990s, when I
started elementary school, this policy was implemented,
thereby supporting my ability to read and write in my
mother tongue, Yoruba, and later, English. These multiple abilities have propelled my journey, but the path has
been difficult. As the foremost Nigerian educationist,
Tai Solarin, said, “May your roads be rough.” I began
and continued my rough road in school, which has
brought me many successes. Currently, I am pursuing a
doctoral degree in hopes of developing an international
curriculum that promotes bi/multilingualism with
cognizance of children’s agency. My goal is to promote
social justice through bi/multilingualism, bi/multiliteracy, and the intercultural competence of young minds
in today's globalized world.
Achieving my goals triggered the question, “How
do we promote intercultural competence and global
citizenship through literacy in our classrooms?” This
question’s answers depend on the sociopolitical and
historical context, which calls educators to consciously
incorporate and consider their students’ backgrounds
when planning literacy lessons at all levels of education. For my exploration, I will contextualize how
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) (Ladson Billings, 1995) aligns with other language pedagogies
like Grammar-Translation, audio-lingual method,
and eclecticism. These approaches have supported my
literacy skill as a student and a teacher, too (in my little
corner). Ladson-Billings (1995) outlined three components of CRP that focus on students’ learning and
academic success, develop students' cultural competence through positive ethnic and social identities, and
support students’ consciousness and critique of social
inequalities. The Nigeria National Policy on Education, NPE (2004) highlighted the development of a
“united, strong and self-reliant nation” as a key objective of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. Nigeria seeks to
“live in unity and harmony as one indivisible, indissoluble, democratic and sovereign nation founded on the
principles of freedom, equality, and justice” (National
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Policy on Education, 2008, p. 10). This goal is only
achievable with understanding the diverse nature of
each child in the classroom. The individual child is the
microcosm of the larger society (Krisnanto, Sagala, &
Ziliwu, 2020). Therefore, achieving the objective in the
child is achieving it in the nation. Hence, I argue that
educators and policymakers have a great role to play in
understanding their learners' different identities and
sociopolitical and historical milieu to foster the development of an inclusive literacy curriculum.
In Nigeria, I taught English language and literature.
Because most of my thoughts are processed in my
native language, Yoruba, I was able to work with and
learn from my students. The hegemony of the English
language, along with teachers not taking cognizance of
the indigenous languages (Jerome & Voloshina, 2019),
has affected students’ literacy skills in their mother
tongue. This is corroborated by the West Africa Examination Council (WAEC) 2009 Report, which states
that only 25.99% made five credits and above, including in mathematics and English. In 2010, there was a
decline to 23.36% (Usman, 2012). The reason for this
circumstance is layered as Sa’ad and Usman (2014),
in their survey research, identified complex linguistic
situations that tend to students’ mother tongues. In
my classroom, I adopted a learner-centered approach
to understanding my students' backgrounds and their
language abilities. This outcome yielded a positive
result for my students' exams, and I was awarded “Best
Student-Teacher” in 2011.
The award motivated me to prioritize students in my
lesson planning. Teaching students to read, write,
and use language in the context of culture and situation (Halliday & Hasan, 1985) is advantageous for
achieving Nigeria’s goal of education and success. As a
conscientious teacher who sees myself in my students,
I decided to learn another language (Chinese Mandarin). This choice opened doors to work with younger
children interested in learning Mandarin as a third
language in Nigeria. My mantra is “making my passion,
my profession, and my work become play.” Committing to understanding Nigerian students' backgrounds
made it easier to work with them and their parents in
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learning Mandarin. I allowed them to “code-mix” and
“code-switch” as they developed their literacy in multiple languages. During the 2016-2017 academic session,
I launched the "Respecting Other People’s Culture
Project.” Students and I explored Chinese Mandarin,
French, and Nigeria’s three major languages (Yoruba,
Hausa, and Igbo). After this project, one of my mentors
encouraged me to teach Yoruba language and culture
in the United States through the Fulbright Foreign
Exchange Program. Placed in North Carolina, I excitedly used learner-centered and CRP to foster engagement in and out of classroom activities in a Historically
Black College in North Carolina.
In 2019, I presented a paper on my pedagogical
approach at the National Council of Less Commonly
Taught Languages Conference (NCOLCTL). At that
time, I did not have the terminology for my teaching
method, but my first year in the doctoral program has
given me the language to identify my approach as CRP.
I simply communicated my passion for centering my
students' cultural backgrounds, which, as some scholars
argue, is important as it emphasizes the social foundations of education (Warren & Venzant Chambers,
2020). My Fulbright experience led me to where I am
today. Sometimes, I question how I started a doctoral
journey in the United States as a female from a patriarchal Nigerian society. I know, however, that I am
breaking the glass ceiling because of my linguistic essentialism, a gift my parents and Nigerian society gave me.
Blake: “Playing the Game”
It was a Sunday morning during my teaching days,
and a former college teammate-turned colleague,
Hadi (pseudonym), came to kick it in my backyard
sanctuary to joke, analyze, theorize, and for lack of a
better phrase, “shoot the sh**.” He began detailing an
exchange with a male student at our school who had
been put out of class. Since Hadi—then a pre-service
teacher, now a school principal—was observing the
class, he explained that he went to have a conversation
with the young man, Amir (pseudonym), and give some
perspective. As a Black man, he had experiences he
believed could have been helpful given the situation.
I firmly remember my colleague recounting Amir’s
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verbal defensive: “Maybe I don’t want to fu***** play
that game.” This was in response to my colleague telling
the student, “Sometimes you’ve got to play the game to
get what you want.”
“Playing the game” is a concept that my parents drilled
into me like, I am sure, was drilled into many other
young, Black boys. From the racial ambiguity of my
name to the close haircut my father ensured I got every
two weeks, I now look back and see these normal parts
of my childhood as calculated. Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015)
explains this same idea in depth:
Black people love their children with a kind of
obsession. You are all we have, and you come to
us endangered. I think we would like to kill you
ourselves before seeing you killed by the streets that
America made (p. 79).

there is something to learn from his words: “Maybe I
don’t want to fu***** play that game.” Was his liminal
view an asset or a liability as he was able to see “...perspectives of his own while simultaneously grasping the
fundamentals of the workings of the dominant class”
(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 263)?
With birds chirping and lawn mowers mowing, we sat,
wondering how our navigation of life has perpetuated
the status quo. How did “the game” differ between us,
the teacher, and the young man who was not willing
to “play that game”? What did that young man hold
true to himself that my colleague and I had not? What
have we lost or suppressed that our student refused to
let go of? Or, what is the game that he was willing to
play, that we decided was not the one that we would
play? I wonder: in what ways can we, in the academy,
engage in research regarding micro-resistance displayed
by students?

I believe this obsession is a form of survival to help
our young people, like this young man, survive in the
afterlife of slavery (Hartman, 2008). The afterlife of slavery, “in which Black humanity and human possibility
are threatened and disdained” is a notion that parents,
educators, and advocates of Black children must endure
daily (Dumas and ross, 2016, p. 429). Yet, what do
our children lose in our own, our parents, and our
folks’ pursuits of protecting their physical and emotional selves? From explicitly “playing the game” with
attempts at whitening or neutralizing our appearances
through names, dress, speech, or expression, what are
our children learning and resisting from how we enact
survival in an anti-Black nation? Was Amir explicitly
choosing to reject the values that have dominated the
lives of both me and Hadi?

In my short time as a doctoral student, the concepts
of epistemology and ontology continue to rear themselves as I reflect on experiences in the K-12 classroom.
My beliefs manifest from “...inside a culture, inside a
civilizational social construction, we live in the terms
and ways of a particular social history” (Scheurich and
Young, 1997, p. 8). The society we live in valorizes the
assimilation to whiteness and seeks to erase, marginalize, and ignore the unique epistemic beliefs, traditions,
and values of nonwhite peoples. Amir’s actions articulate a struggle between his epistemic beliefs and his
teachers’. The actions that led to his dismissal could be
deemed as harmful to the classroom space or could be
valorized as an example of reclaiming what has been
suppressed generationally in the lives of Black people.

Looking back, I wonder if Hadi considered Amir’s
own values in his response, or if he considered only
the values centered by his teacher, us, or our elders–all
steeped in whiteness? It could seem that Amir was a
“ray of hope for large systemic change” (Dumas &
ross, 2016, p. 431). It might also seem that Amir was
disruptive to the classroom space, thus leading to his
premature exit. Though I am unsure of what transpired
in the classroom for him to be sent packing, I am sure

I am conflicted. As a teacher, I understand there are
actions that may be harmful to the classroom space,
norms, or people. Yet, I also know that the structures of
traditional classrooms often reject the norms of Black
children. Black students are implicitly and explicitly
taught to behave in ways palatable to white people
in order to navigate spaces throughout an anti-Black
country. In other words, Black learners have been
taught to soften appearance and actions to appear more
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acceptable. But in those actions, what have we suppressed that Amir chose to enact? What lessons must I
and educators everywhere learn from Amir about the
ways we have been socialized? What lessons must we
learn from students like Amir and others who challenge
second class integration which “does not consider the
traditions and the feelings of Black people” (Siddle
Walker, 2018, p. 357)?
As I have contemplated Amir’s words in refusing to
“play the game,” I have realized that we, educators,
must redefine the concept of “literacy.” For Black
children, literacy extends beyond reading, writing, and
arithmetic to incorporate the lived experiences of Black
people in our continued dreaming of Black Educational
Spaces that align with our epistemology and ontologies
(Warren & Coles, 2020). Amir and other students who
choose to resist school enact a form of conscious resistance that deserves exploration. You can play the game
with the cards dealt, or you can play your own game.
In what ways are we teaching and learning from our
children who occupy space in classrooms in alignment
rather than marginalizing them?
Approaching literacy must stretch far beyond the
limited ideas of reading, writing, and speaking towards
a vision of learning, unlearning, and relearning from
students and fellow educators. We, as educators, must
also search for the ways educators are already centering, praising, and helping sustain the multiplicitous
literacies in which our students are already fluent. We
must also be willing to negotiate and collaborate with
students to create spaces that allow for the various literacies they bring to the classroom. Furthermore, research
must continue to explore the ways educators approach
the classroom space epistemologically and ontologically
so that we may create more equitable learning spaces
for all students.

Threads Between Us
Emdin (2016) stated, “the ways that a teacher teaches
can be traced directly back to the way that a teacher
has been taught” (p. 206). Throughout our journeys,
we have been directly impacted by various educators,
including students, mentors, colleagues, and teachers.
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Through a bevy of learning experiences, we remain
committed to disrupting and reimagining educational
systems for Black youth. As doctoral students, we may
not be able to transform a settler colonial education
system en masse, but we are taking confident strides
towards chipping away at it. In his acclaimed collection, Faces at the Bottom of the Well, Bell (1992) tells
a story about a woman, Mrs. MacDonald, who knew
that dismantling the system of anti-Blackness in America would be far-fetched. Still, she lived to be defiant
within the system of anti-Blackness. Our collective
presence on the campus of Michigan State University is
rooted in defiance. Our current work is rooted in resistance. The conversations, collaboration, and communication we are seeking is rooted in the uplift of our folks,
which in an anti-Black empire, is a lesson learned from
all of our teachers. As we continue on our collective yet
individual paths, where we have been and who we have
learned from are our guiding light.

Persisting Forward
Jess
Prior to summer 2020, I never saw myself pursuing
a doctoral degree. I am here, though, because there is
work to be done, thoughts to sharpen, relationships to
embrace, and stories to uplift. As Tyson (2003) stated,
“The time for change is now, and the time for educational research to lead such a change is at hand. Academia, on the other hand, is not a place for fermenting
a revolution” (p. 26). This university, with its plethora
of resources, is a manifestation of whiteness. It complicates my sense-making and rootedness outside the
institution. Working with Blake, Yetunde, and others,
however, reminds me of the biblical encouragement to
“not be weary in well doing.” So long as we have each
other, we will remember who and why we are here.
Yetunde
Due to Nigeria’s language policy, I was taught in my
mother tongue during my first three years of schooling. Today though, the English language is prized in
Nigeria. Most parents do not speak to their children in
their native language, which affects the implementation of the language policy in school (Akinpelu, 2020).
Hence, most students are no longer bilingual, let alone
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biliterate. I started my doctoral journey to equip myself
with curriculum development and implementation
strategies that promote mother-tongue and other
languages in Nigerian schools. However, this research
interest shifted slightly, because in 2021 a white female
teacher “complimented” my then 19-month-old
toddler by saying she has many “English words.” Why
couldn’t the teacher say instead that she, an emergent
bilingual and second-generation immigrant child, “has
more words”? For my initial doctoral studies, I will
learn more about U.S. language issues and policies and
understand how immigrant families use the Family
Language Policy (FLP) to develop their children’s bi/
multilingualism and their survival strategies. I will
explore partnerships between parents and teachers that
work toward equitable classrooms. I am determined to
help educators tap into the diverse linguistic funds of
knowledge that children bring to classrooms. Hence, I
am advocating that educators should be diligent, openminded, and conscious of promoting home-school
connection, especially in literacy classes.
Blake
As we move forward in our collective and individual
journeys, I hope to explore narratives of defiance, love,
rejection, and triumph from various perspectives in
K-12 classrooms. I firmly believe that scholarship must
not work in opposition to the home literacies of children by replacing them with school literacies. Rather,
they should work in conjunction with one another.
Further research must explore the ways in which values
of educators, students, and communities collide and
co-exist within academic spaces. In our most liberatory
fantasies (Dumas & ross, 2016), we must leverage one
another’s views, experiences, and rawest thoughts to
continue the rich tradition of (re)creating space for
Black children in classrooms everywhere.

Implications for Practitioners:
On Commitments to Self,
Youth, and Transformation
Our three stories cannot end with us. We challenge
practitioners to enact the wisdom weaved throughout our experiences. In doing so, we underscore the
urgency of praxis, “connecting theory and practice in

deep and explicit ways” (Brayboy, 2013, p. 96). Here,
we outline commitments for educators to embody.
Educators must develop and assert a critical stance,
rooted in lifelong reflection and honest conversations
with themselves, students, and committed colleagues.
Practitioners should ensure and protect intellectual safe
spaces where they honor and learn from youth who
refuse to conform to whiteness. They should hold high
expectations for all students with reverence for community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005). Educators also need
to expand their definitions of literacy to encompass
young people’s conscious ways of “reading the world”
(Macedo, 1994) and crafting unapologetic narratives.
To disrupt the Chimera of Whiteness, patriarchy, and
capitalism (Montoya et al., 2016) that permeates global
and local contexts, practitioners must intentionally
promote anti-colonial intercultural competence and
global citizenship through critical literacy instruction.
Ultimately, to ensure the global citizenship we desire,
all voices must be heard through conscious literacy
expression both within the school building and the
community as a whole.
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Thoughts on the Pandemic
by Henry Block
I’m a 6th grader. I have asthma. It’s not fun. Asthma
is a lung condition that makes you cough a ton, and
makes your oxygen levels plummet when you get sick.
When I get just a little cold, the next day, I could end
up in the hospital taking steroids for my asthma. I’ve
spent many nights in the emergency room. In fact,
even before COVID, I had to be worried about all of
those small diseases such as the common cold, the flu,
and even seasonal allergies! Now with COVID, I’ve
had to be super careful about the risks I take. Risks for
me (and other kids with preexisting conditions) are
probably very different from the risks of most people.
My risks include going to places with a lot of people,
going to places with unmasked people, and even
going to school. If I go to a place with a lot of people
and one of them has COVID, there’s a good chance
I would get COVID. And, according to my doctor,
there is no such thing as “asymptomatic COVID”
when you have severe asthma!
Fortunately, scientists worked hard to develop a vaccine. However, I am fully vaccinated (soon to get my
COVID booster), and am still wary about the thought
of COVID being around me. Even wearing an N95
mask doesn’t make me feel totally safe about COVID.
Mask mandates are my friend here. Now, wearing an
N95 mask will help you stay healthy, but the masks
that other people were wearing kept their germs in
their area and helped keep people like me safe. Just
because I am happy to wear a mask to stay healthy,
doesn’t mean I like them. They’re uncomfortable! I get
it, but to keep ourselves healthy, us kids with preexisting conditions have depended on people to wear
masks. Interestingly, during all of the mask mandates,
I have only gotten 2 colds. That’s about how much
I normally get in 4 months! It’s obvious these mask
mandates have helped me a ton. COVID precautions,
and specifically masks, have become super political.
For instance, I recently read about an elected official
who scolded students who were wearing masks. In my
opinion, he should’ve at least asked why the kids were

40

•

Haslett

wearing masks instead of yelling at them! Stories like
this make me, and other people who think about the
common good, feel offended that a so-called leader
would do that! We as a society should follow the science instead of our political party.
Literacy is important and during this pandemic I have
known that literacy included figuring out what is fact
and what is opinion, but the pandemic has made this
extra important. Also, literacy is an important part of
science. Following science requires being able to identify credible sources and understand what real research
is. Following science means setting opinions aside and
trusting experts (such as the amazing Dr. Anthony
Fauci). This pandemic has been disconcerting, but it
has taught me that you always have to assume people
have it worse than you and make good decisions that
will keep others safe.
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Spaces to (Re)imagine Community
Consciousness for Students in Detroit
by Lakya Goss
…Why claim Detroit
If you suddenly frame it as a city whose season is its
overdue spring,
An image of a place to grow when you don't truly love
its heart,
Its Blackness that beats with the genius
of people creating:
Sounds of Motown, J Dillas, and Stretch Moneys,
Dancing hustles and daily hustles to pursue dreams,
Gardens and community and laughter on porches,
Spaces to heal and affirm humanity.
Why claim Detroit
if you don't truly love it?
—Detroit Seasons by Jess Reed
“Detroit Seasons,” written by Detroit poet Jess Reed
2017, affirms the heart of the city, its youth. Through
changing seasons, Detroiters have found ways to
create, affirm, and be joyful in their communities
and educational spaces. As a new season inevitably
approaches, it is important for educators to maintain
spaces where creativity, affirmation, and joy can thrive
among students. To create learning spaces that purposefully engage Detroit’s dynamic cultures, histories,
and people. These spaces can foster students’ community consciousness, which is both an awareness of
different needs and perspectives beyond oneself and a
necessary component of civic engagement (Flanagan,
2020). School, as a place to practice the complexities of
government and civics, shapes students' critical perspectives on authority, agency, and citizenship. Community
consciousness equips students to participate in a democratic society, one of the purposes of public education
(Gadsden et al., 2019). Educators who thoughtfully
create spaces that build community consciousness
engage with multiple cultural perspectives and expand
students’ worldviews by situating curriculum in historical, cultural, and communal contexts. In this article,
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I suggest that, as literacy educators, we can look to
Detroit’s rich history of African-centered schools and
homeschooling for inspiration to help students connect
with curriculum and sort out a common question:
“What does this have to do with me?”

Carving Out Space
Immediately post-enslavement, formerly enslaved
Americans actively established educational spaces
within their communities to lay the foundation for
future generations of civically engaged educators and
public schooling for all (Anderson, 1988). As public
education evolved, Black educators sought ways to
meet the academic and social needs of their students
while fostering community consciousness. In the
1990’s, after more than thirty years of political strategizing by community leaders, the Detroit Public
Schools (DPS) adopted a district-wide African-centered education program to support the academic,
social, cultural, and political development of students
by centering their historical and cultural heritages
in all areas of the curriculum (Halvorsen, 2012). An
African-centered education is concerned with deepening students’ cultural, academic, and social literacies
and calls for a readjustment of cultural and communal understanding characterized by an encouraging,
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supportive, and understanding environment wherein
students are viewed as educable (Lomotey, 1992). An
African-centered education is inclusive in its engagement of multiple perspectives alongside, not necessarily
in place of, traditional curriculum. Teachers foster
community consciousness by enacting an asset-based
culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP), which positions
students’ cultural identities as intersecting and fluid in
response to the marginalization or silencing of cultures
or communities (Paris & Alim, 2017). During the
African-centered era in the DPS, educators purposefully decided what to sustain through their curricular
and pedagogical choices. Described as “conscious
makers” driven to meet the educational needs of
students, they developed district-wide curriculum,
resources, and professional development opportunities
for teachers and school leaders.
Prior to the district’s official adoption of the program,
independently-founded African-centered schools in
Detroit like Aisha Shule (est. 1974), the Nsoroma
Institute, and Nataki Talibah also engaged in culturally
sustaining practices. These schools emphasized positive
teacher-student relationships and asset-based curricular choices. Routine school activities included rites of
passage ceremonies, performance arts, presentations,
and lectures (Chike, 2011). Both teachers and school
leaders engaged in practices that sought to nurture the
academic and social development of students.
Beginning in the early 1990’s, I attended the Detroit
Public Schools, and most of my K-12 school experiences were rooted in the district’s African-centered
program. I acutely remember being challenged yet
affirmed. Other former teachers and students also
recall being challenged, deepening knowledge of self,
and gaining leadership values. For example, Angelica
Lindsey-Ali (Figure 1), former teacher at the Nsoroma
Institute, remembers feeling challenged yet comforted:
The minute that I got on staff, it felt like a homecoming of some sorts even though I didn't know
anybody there. I felt that I could be completely
myself. Being a teacher, you were also a student
because of who you were working with because

the teachers there were foundational people in
the African-centered and political movements
in Detroit. Working at Nsoroma brought me a
feeling of both comfort and challenge, but it was
a good challenge because you couldn’t just teach
the curriculum, you had to embody it. As teachers
we had to be models in self-evaluation which is
where the challenge came in. Nsoroma was my
real education.

Image 1. Comfort and Challenge (Image used with
the permission of Angelica Lindsey-Ali)
Angelica Lindsey-Ali (top left) is a community health
activist and former teacher at Nsoroma Institute in
Detroit in the 1990s.
Similarly, Shaunda Marie Bunton (Image 2), who
taught at Nataki Talibah remembers engaging in acts of
introspection:
One of the things that I took away from Nataki
that I still carry with me today is meditation. We
did it every day at the beginning of the school day.
All the teachers went on a retreat to learn how
to meditate. Through meditation, I learned the
importance of centering yourself, listening to yourself, and honoring that. I saw the difference that it
had on staff and students and the level of calmness
it brought. It was beautiful.
Shaunda Marie Bunton (center) is a Detroit entrepre-
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Image 2. Introspection (Used with the permission of
Shaunda Maire Bunton)

neur who taught at Nataki Talibah SchoolHouse in
Detroit from 2002-2004.

manager for returning citizens in underserved communities and attended African-centered schools in Detroit.

And, Malia Salaam-Cisse (Image 3), former student,
explains:

Curating Space

At the age of 5, I went to the Alexander Crummell School, predecessor to Aishe Shule. Mama
Imani Humphrey (founder of Aishe Shule) is like
an icon for educational leadership. When I went
into teaching and school leadership, I was thinking about Mama Imani, like ‘What would Mama
Imani do?’ because she was always out there doing
the work. Baba Malik Yakini (founder of Nsoroma
Institute) was one of my first teachers. At the time,
I thought I was in the most distinguished and
prestigious school.
Community members supported school efforts by
teaching, providing monetary contributions, and
actively participating in school activities. Their
involvement reinforced community consciousness
by maintaining school-community ties, a key component of an effective African-centered education
(Jamison, 2020).
Malia Salaam-Cisse (bottom right student), former
teacher and school administrator, is a career center
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Image 3. Leadership (Used with the permission of
Malia Salaam-Cisse)

Critical thinking, self-reflection, and working to build
the world you want to live in are important steps toward
developing community consciousness (Flanagan, 2020).
During the African-centered education era in Detroit,
teachers and students were encouraged to think critically, engage in introspection, and learn from educators
who used their voices and did the work while sustaining
culture and community. A culturally sustaining pedagogy that intends to provide space for students' voices
to be heard (Paris & Alim, 2017) is particularly salient
for students in the Detroit Public Schools Community
District (DPSCD) where over 80% of enrolled students
are Black (DPSCD, 2022) because having the ability to
understand and name racialized experiences is a critical
survival skill for students of color (Wright, 2021).
Today, the DPSCD no longer has a district-wide
African-centered program, and few African-centered
schools remain in Detroit. However, cultural responsiveness is a skill that educators anywhere can learn,
develop, and sharpen over time (Borck, 2019). Classrooms anywhere can be (re)imagined to foster community consciousness. Teachers can affirm students’
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academic and social needs by uplifting and learning
from all students’ histories and cultures. As a foundation for learning, teachers curate these spaces by
carefully selecting, organizing, and presenting information to enhance students’ academic, social, and cultural
literacies. This space-making empowers students to
unearth that which already exists within themselves
and their communities (Muhammad, 2020). Learning
with students by centering their cultures and communities encourages multiple perspectives, critical
thinking, and cross-disciplinary discourse. In these
(re)imagined spaces, teachers can tap into students’
funds of knowledge as a pedagogical tool, and students are active participants in their own learning to
create new knowledge. Funds of knowledge refer to
the bodies of knowledge and skills developed through
families and communities (González et al., 2005)
including attitudes, values, and identity perception.
These skills are grounded in the historical, political,
economic, and social contexts of households that make
up their communities. Funds of knowledge go beyond
the surface of what is usually thought of as culture
and foregrounds the family practices and cultural
resources students possess when they come to school
(Moll, 2019). In these spaces, educators also motivate students to draw upon their community cultural
wealth to learn with and from students. Community
cultural wealth pertains to the knowledge, skills, and
abilities that marginalized communities use to survive
(Yosso, 2005). A pedagogical commitment to draw on
community cultural wealth considers students' lives
outside of school, accepts different ways of knowing
and learning, and celebrates the community’s achievements and resilience. Often unacknowledged in formal
educational settings, drawing on community cultural
wealth shows care for students and investment in the
community. Partnerships with students’ families and
communities can enrich curricular and social connections while building consciousness and modeling active
participation in the community.

a place of joy, is a (re)imagined space where school and
community are tightly braided. School leaders, faculty,
and staff intentionally seek to curate an environment
in which community consciousness can take root and
flourish. (Re)imagining spaces that foster community
consciousness calls for mutual respect, collaboration,
and engagement. Therefore, students, teachers, and
school leaders must take an active part in creating
them. In (re) imagined spaces, culturally sustaining
practices are non-prescriptive and are adapted to
fit students’ contextual needs. As shown in Table 1,
educators can take pedagogical approaches that seek
to foster community consciousness across multiple
subjects and contexts.

Fostering community consciousness in school thus
involves centering students through culturally sustaining practices. This centering promotes a sense of
belonging, active citizenship, and criticality. School, as

Detroit families also find educational spaces for their
children in community-centered homeschool environments. Families participate in homeschool corporations (co-ops) wherein families share resources,

The cultural, academic, and survival knowledge that
students need, including community consciousness,
can be accessed in spaces that work to meet their needs
(Brayboy, 2013). The pedagogical approaches displayed
in Table 1 are examples of ways that educators in public
schools can work towards creating and sustaining spaces
designed to meet the academic, cultural, and survival
needs of all students within existing curriculum.

Sustaining Space
When traditional educational spaces do not meet students’ needs, some families seek alternatives. Families
and community members continue to take action to
transform their children’s educational experiences and
protect them against systemic inequalities, including
the unequal distribution of knowledge that exist in
schools (Lofton & Davis, 2015). Alkebu-lan Village
and Avalon Village (the latter being located just north
of Detroit in Highland Park) are two examples of community-centered learning spaces that work to develop
community consciousness outside of traditional public
school settings. Their programs utilize community
resources and cater to students’ academic, cultural, and
social well-being. Offerings include tutoring, multimedia training, life-skills, and courses in the arts.
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Table 1
Pedagogical approaches to fostering community consciousness
Pedagogical Approach

Explanation

Teachers seek out a variety of texts that center students’ cultural and community ties including their
language(s). Students are encouraged to discuss the
uses, motivations, and effects of language within their
communities.

Baker-Bell (2020) describes language as a tool of
empowerment that can foster linguistic positivity
among Black students.

Teachers provide opportunities for students to interact with the world by mapping out areas (e.g., local
neighborhoods) and learning about the history of the
people and land. Families and community members
are invited to tell their migration/immigration stories
in-person or virtually.

Grade-level skills and meaning-making grounded in
culturally sustaining practices can be fostered through
collaborative interactions with the world and each
other (Wissman, 2021).

Students are given opportunities to see themselves as
authors with agency within their communities, and
teachers incorporate student voices in the classroom
by displaying student-authored stories, poetry, quotes,
and other work.

Teachers can better connect with students when they
understand who they are as individuals and within
their communities (Gibbs Grey & Jones Stanbrough,
2019).

Students are exposed to texts that center historical
and contemporary figures and events from multiple
perspectives. Teachers pair curriculum requirements
with supplemental materials to put them in conversation with each other and critique curriculum
by asking students critical questions about author
perspective and position, socio- political motives,
bias, etc.

Any kind of text can be a basis for analysis through
discussions, critique, and debate, even in a prescribed
curriculum (Ervin, 2021).

Students are provided with resources and tools to
debate issues that are relevant to their cultures and
communities. By debating, they develop important
skills such as argument formation, effective listening,
and idea interrogation.

Debate actively weaves home, school, and community
and strengthens the academic performance through
multiple literacies within and outside of school (Jones
Stanbrough, 2018).

Teachers use nonfiction mentor texts written by
people of color, including local authors. Students
individually and collectively participate in writing
self-authored informational books. Books are culturally relevant across type and genre.

Connecting known and new knowledge helps
students make cultural and community connections
in informational text, which makes room for new
ideas, including low frequency words encountered in
informational text (Kganetso, 2016).
Writing techniques such as word choice and details
that are taught with culturally relevant books can be
used to teach craft moves (i.e., the choices authors
make) and engage readers (Braden & Gibson, 2021).
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expertise, and cultural knowledge (Dennison et al.,
2020). Families draw on community resources including private tutors, elective and extracurricular opportunities, and social groups (Mazama, 2016). According
to a U.S. Census Bureau survey, homeschooling rates
are increasing across racial and ethnic groups. Black
families are now the largest growing homeschool
group in the United States, increasing from 3% in
the spring of 2020 to 16% in the fall. Across all racial
groups in the state of Michigan, the homeschooling
rate jumped from 5% in the spring of 2020 to 11%
in the fall, while the Detroit-Warren-Dearborn MSA
(Metro statistical area) went from 3% to 15% within
the same timeframe (Eggleston & Fields, 2021). There
are nuanced and contextualized reasons for choosing to homeschool, but some families are concerned
about school safety, a culture of low expectations, and
a one-sided version of history that makes it difficult
for Black children to get what they need from school
(Lundy & Mazama, 2014). Some families attribute
their choice to the freedom to prioritize Black perspectives in a safe, affirming environment with high
academic and behavioral expectations (Fields-Smith &
Kisura, 2013).
Families also seek out alternatives in an effort to
educate the whole child and ensure their intellectual,
artistic, emotional, spiritual, and social needs are met
(Mazama, 2016). In community-centered learning
spaces, students can make curriculum connections
they are unable to make at traditional schools since
families are able tap into their children’s individual
life experiences and make deep personal connections
to content—a privilege that teachers do not always
possess. Fortunately, for the majority of Detroit families
with students enrolled in traditional public schools,
community consciousness can still be fostered through
pedagogical approaches and commitments that work to
create spaces where students are affirmed.

Final Considerations
The pandemic has forced many of us to voluntarily or
involuntarily (re)imagine spaces, and educational spaces
are no exception. The educational spaces that we create
for students in Detroit are critical for their survival and

sustainment. Literacy teachers and administrators in
these spaces who actively foster community consciousness respond to students’ needs through intentional
pedagogical and curricular decision-making. To be
clear, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to literacy
teaching and learning. African-centered education and
community-centered learning spaces are two examples
of Detroit educators cultivating and nurturing community consciousness. As we enter Detroit’s next season, it
is vital for loving hands to carve out, curate, and sustain
spaces that protect the heart of the city and what we
truly love about it.
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“It’s Exquisite”: Finding Fun in Literacy
by Emma Pitts
“Exquisite Corpse” is a fun game that any kid can play.
All you need is a piece of paper (folded in three sections) and a pencil. You can play this game with any
number of people, but we often play it at home, or if
we go out to eat. My momma said she used to use it in
her classroom as a fun writing activity, but now we play
all the time.
You need at least three people to make each part of the
drawing without peeking.
Before you begin, fold the paper into three parts,
almost like you were putting it in an envelope, but so
you can only see one section at a time.

•

Kalamazoo

Make your own “Exquisite Corpse” by visiting MOMA
to read more: <https://www.moma.org/collection/
terms/exquisite-corpse>.

First, each person draws a head (from the top of the
head to the neck) of any creature you wish on the top
section of the paper. (Mom says, “the sillier the better,”
but I say, anything!)
Then, you trade papers with the next person, without
looking at the head, and each of you draws on the
middle section of the paper. Draw the body (from the
neck to the waist).
Next, you trade papers to the next person, and each
draws the legs and feet on the bottom section of the
paper.
Finally, you unfold the paper and pass it back to the
person who drew the head. They name the creature and
say what it does.
I made an exquisite corpse called, “NOTaHUMAN,”
who is not a human. This creature can do everything! If
I was going to write a story about “NOTaHUMAN,” I
would tell everyone that she can eat planets, and it’s a
very cool story because the moon can heal itself. Every
day, “NOTaHUMAN” jumps up to the moon and eats
a bite. But, it regenerates when it is gone. So, that’s why
the moon changes shapes every day. Cool right?
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Advocating for English Language Learners:
The Role of the Literacy Educator
by Briana Asmus and Austyn Sabin
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Many literacy teachers understand the importance of
advocating for their students who are English Language
Learners (ELs); in fact, many consider it an integral
part of their job (de Oliveira & Athanases, 2007; Harrison & McIlwain, 2020). Bilingual and critical literacy
theories ask literacy teachers to position themselves “as
agents of change” who promote policies that center on
equitable distribution of resources and equal partnerships (Morrell, 2017, p. 458). As change agents, literacy
teachers can work collaboratively “for the improvement
of ELs’ educational outcomes and life chances” (Harrison & McIlwain, 2020, p.14). Literacy educators who
work with ELs are uniquely positioned to understand
the various dynamics at work in the lives of students, to
foster literacy communities around student needs, and
to uncover pathways to advocacy.

scaffolded approach to literacy (Fenner, 2013). We see
our work intersecting with the work of literacy educators in any capacity who share the idea that literacy is
about supporting students to “read their world” (Freire
& Macedo, 1987). In this article, we explore how our
advocacy efforts as ESL teachers of ELs have changed
and the ways in which a commitment to advocacy has
given us a way to focus our efforts on the immediate
experiences and needs of the students in our buildings.
As we identify some of our challenges, we hope to
offer insights into ways we have confronted them with
the hope that it may be useful for literacy teachers. By
dissecting these challenges, we offer some strategies
that can be integrated into literacy learning with ELs in
other places.

This advocacy work will look different in every teaching
context, as no one school or student population is alike,
and no school population or surrounding community is
static. As advocates, we have the unique opportunity to
help students become successful by creating classroom
environments that “require that everyone involved
has the skills to ‘read’ the patterns of interaction and
relationship” (Comber & Woods, 2018, p.265), a
literacy skill that transcends linguistic boundaries.
Developing strong relationships is the first step in a

The position and geographical location of a teacher,
as well as their individual beliefs, shape how a teacher
conceptualizes advocacy (Harrison & Josephine, 2019).
Our own positionality intersects with the work we
do and can affect our ability to navigate the complex
racial-linguistic landscapes of our schools where teacher
populations are predominantly White and mono-lingual. One of us identifies as White, and the other
identifies as Latina but can “pass” as white in terms
of looks, often giving us advantages when navigating

Our Positionality and Our Context
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our school environments. Both of us speak at least one
language other than English; one as a result of being
raised among bilingual family members and taking
language classes throughout her life and the other as
a result of living overseas and taking classes. We have
both been raised in middle-class households by most
definitions—a way in which we differ from the majority of our students.
Teacher advocacy work can be formed by power, policy,
and school norms (Maddamsetti, 2021). Issues of
power and policy have shaped our instruction and the
advocacy efforts we take up alongside our students. For
example, one factor that continually shapes our advocacy efforts and has been compounded in recent years
is poverty. In our district, 68% of the student body
is considered “economically disadvantaged” (MiSchoolData, 2020-21). Between our two schools (one
elementary and one secondary), 85% of the students
qualify for free and reduced lunch. As inflation rises
and basic needs become more expensive for the families
in our district, we see the effects in our classroom daily.
Increasingly, more families are forced to relocate to find
work. Many of our students are refugees, migrants, and
unaccompanied minors who experience other compounding factors such as food scarcity, houselessness,
and estrangement from family members.
We are also deeply affected by teacher turnover and
staff shortages. In the 2020-2021 school year, Michigan schools saw a 40% increase in teacher retirements (French, 2021). This exodus exacerbated an
already-existing teacher shortage marked by declines in
enrollments in teacher preparation programs. Teacher
and other staff shortages in our district have resulted
in more than understaffed classrooms. In January, the
entire district had to close for one day because the
requisite number of staff required to open was not met.
Teachers are routinely called on to substitute teach
during their planning periods, a time that could otherwise be used for advocacy efforts.
Additionally, one or both of us has experienced all of
the following shortages in the past year: 1) a shortage
of bus drivers, resulting in bus routes canceled and

students unable to attend school, 2) a shortage of cafeteria staff, resulting in students not having enough time
to eat lunch, 3) a shortage of custodial staff, resulting in
teachers needing to clean their own rooms, 4) a shortage of counselors, resulting in students not be able to
get into the courses they need to succeed, 5) a shortage
of campus security, resulting in teachers needing to
be alert and responsive to acts of violence or truancy.
We mention these not to disparage our district; we
believe that many other places have had similar experiences. Instead, these examples illustrate how our recent
advocacy efforts have had to respond to the effects of
these shortages. For example, allowing students to eat
or providing snacks during class; working on academic
schedules together; discussing conflict resolution; or
helping students learn how to ride the city bus all take
class time. But, if getting students to school and keeping them safe and healthy is compromised, it necessitates a targeted approach to advocacy that involves
participation from the whole school community.

Pathways to Effective Advocacy
In this section, we describe three pathways of advocacy
through which educators can take actions to overcome
barriers and advocate for students. We see teamwork,
relationships, and resources as the three areas with the
greatest need and the greatest potential for lasting and
sustainable change (See Table 1). We describe work that
we have done and offer suggestions for possible ways
in which literacy teachers and ESL teachers can work
together for change.
Teamwork
It is imperative that all school staff are included in
conversations around creating supported advocacy
efforts. Literacy educators can work together with ESL
staff to identify district-wide disparities that may have
otherwise been marked as classroom- or building-specific issues. For example, one of our recent discussions
centered on the best ways to support ESL students
who are new to the district, because newcomer students often struggle to adapt to the pace of a content
area classroom. At the elementary level, we decided to
gradually release newcomer students from the sheltered
classroom into general education classes by integrating
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Table 1
Pathways to Advocacy
Teamwork

Relationships

Coordinate relationships
between all school staff and
families.

Forge relationships with
students and their families .

Ensure ELs have access to the
resources they need.

Communication
Establish open lines of communication for specific advocacy.

Build Trust
Build trust through presence
and ongoing communication.

Basic Resources
Identify resources for food,
water, shelter, and other basic
needs.

Language Support
Identify Needs
Ensure language support is read- Establish a foundational
ily available.
relationship with families to
determine needs.

School Resources
Ensure student resources are
accessible to ELs.

Community-Building
Identify opportunities to build
relationships with students and
families.

People-as-Resources
Identify people inside and
outside of school who can serve
as resources.

Teachers as Learners
Learn about the student’s
background.

them into one subject at a time. This model is entirely
reliant upon transparent and consistent communication between general education teachers and the ESL
teacher as students begin attending part-day, content
classes with their grade-level peers. The team of teachers
independently track student academic progress, along
with language development and social growth. This
collaboration enabled the teaching staff to provide students in the sheltered classroom opportunities to forge
relationships with their grade-level peers prior to being
fully mainstreamed into general education classes, while
also gaining exposure to grade-level content. A commitment to this kind of communication will enable both
teachers to fully support their newcomer ESL students.
Teamwork is crucial for establishing linguistic support
for ELs and their families. ESL and literacy educators
can advocate for the resources they need to determine
the literacy levels of ELs in all the languages they use.
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Resources

Then, they can advocate for language supports based on
individual need. For example, having district employees
physically on staff who are available to interpret and
provide language support is especially important for
students who come from oral linguistic traditions or
who may not be able to read school communications in
English or the home language. Newcomer students may
also have specific needs based on literacy experiences in
their home language. For example, the ability to speak in
a language may not equate to the ability to read or write
in that same language. There can be any multitude of
variations when it comes to reading, writing, listening,
or speaking in the home and target language(s). Teachers can investigate and explore these abilities together
and then determine the appropriate linguistic supports
around gaps. Once literacy educators know the foundational skills an EL comes in with, they are better able to
build on these skills instead of spending time guessing
where students are on their language-learning journey.
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Lastly, it is crucial that teaching and support staff work
together to create opportunities for collective community building. It can be intimidating for literacy
teachers who are not accustomed to working with ELs
to initiate initial conversations with families; likewise,
families may feel intimidated when approaching school
staff. Literacy educators can work with ESL teachers to
bridge these gaps, acting as a familiar and supportive
network that is invested in student success. Literacy
Family Nights may already be taking place in your
district, with literacy activities such as book swaps,
multilingual read-alouds, and other engaging activities.
Showing up to participate in these events is a fantastic
way to interact with families in a low-stakes, neutral
environment. Going a step further, jointly planning
and presenting literacy-based activities or games
that multilingual families can replicate at home can
strengthen the home/ school divide. Activities ideally
should center around readings or concepts in the ELA
or ESL curricula, should be demonstrated visually, and
should include all the materials necessary to replicate
at home. For us, these efforts have helped to create a
supportive literacy network of school professionals and
families working toward common goals.
Relationships
The next pathway to advocacy focuses on forging
relationships with EL students and their families. In
our experience, families often only hear from teachers
or the school when their child is underperforming or in
trouble. A great way to start building trust is by reversing this dynamic and communicating to families more
regularly and for a variety of reasons. Part of this step
has been logistical for us, since the pandemic has caused
many parents/guardians to change jobs or relocate. We
spent extra time reviewing records for correct contact
information (another way we were affected by staff
shortages). Many districts or ESL departments already
have district-wide methods of communication in place,
like Talking Points (an app that allows for user-end
translation) or other technologies. We are lucky enough
to have a family liaison in our district, whose job it is
to reach out to families. This person, along with the
ESL teacher, might also assist in securing interpreters or
other ways of communicating. In our experience, these

activities are something many literacy educators are
unaware of, but they can play a key role in sharing the
achievements of their students by simply passing them
along. This year, we hope to include literacy educators
and other key points of contact in a newsletter that will
go out to families each trimester, allowing for a dedicated space where literacy educators can report on the
happenings of their classrooms.
Once lines of communication are open and trust is
gained, identifying needs is easier. These extend beyond
the needs of a learner. Literacy educators often have
unique insights into reading preferences or the connections ELs make with texts. They may even notice areas
where ELs excel or areas where they need extra support
before the ESL teacher. These connections can be communicated and built upon. “Building background” is
part of many instructional models of teaching, allowing any kind of teacher (content or ESL classroom) to
build upon skills students already possess. This allows
all teachers to plan and decide the best ways to spend
instructional time to support ELs.
Finally, we see the ongoing need to be learners ourselves as integral to and a direct benefit of our relationship-building efforts. Taking the time to learn about
our cultural backgrounds of our students' families
helps us avoid stereotyping based on sources other
than the students and families themselves. Moreover, it
makes us stronger advocates. Literacy teachers may be
uniquely positioned to learn more about their students
by inviting family members into their classrooms to
share their stories and traditions. We already mentioned
literacy night events, but it’s important that these spaces
are offered in the classroom as well, perhaps through a
family story hour or volunteer opportunities. Once a
trusting foundation with families is established, possibilities can flourish.
Resources
Access to resources is a common point of advocacy.
As Dubetz and de Jong (2011) note in their review of
over 30 empirical studies on this topic, ensuring access
to resources is part of most definitions of advocacy.
As the needs of our students change, the educational
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resources we advocate for on behalf of our students may
shift. Recently, many of our actions have focused on
these basic needs. For example, when we had to turn
off the water fountains to avoid the spread of COVID19, there was no free water available for a time. While
there were other ways for students to obtain water in
the building, they often required longer walks that they
were unable to complete during passing if they wanted
to be on time to class. As a result, providing bottled
water in the classroom became part of our advocacy
plan and was supported by our building administration.
For another example, our advocacy has included ensuring students’ cultural foods are available to eat in the
cafeteria. Halal or kosher foods are necessary for many
of our students, but there were little to no offerings
in our school cafeterias. ELs may not know how to
ask for these resources or may come from a cultural
background where it is considered rude to ask directly.
Therefore, the more building staff and EL families
we can get involved in advocating for these needs,
the more likely they are to become a reality. Literacy
educators can help students get basic needs by having
discussions about these topics and lending their voice.
In terms of school-related resources, it is necessary to
ask which academic resources are important and which
resources ELs are (un)able to access. This list is not limited to learning tools like math manipulatives and physical school supplies. Rather, it’s important to remember
that ELs should have access to the same resources as
non-ELs, as dictated by civil rights law (Lau v. Nichols,
1974). While resources may be available, they may
not be accessible due to an existing barrier. For example, while digital learning programs can enhance EL
learning, the language embedded in these programs is
often technical and highly academic. For these programs to be considered equitable teaching tools, literacy
teachers can plan to pre-teach content vocabulary, give
clear instructions, use modeling strategies, and provide
opportunities to reinforce concepts.
Finally, it’s important that learning communities help
students know who they can count on as resources for
specific purposes. From the behavior team to content
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teachers to librarians to lunch staff, it is imperative
that teachers outside of the ESL department are visible
and open to serving as resources within the school
building. Helping students visually map and locate
where these resources are and discussing what roles
people in a school play can make navigating a school
environment less cumbersome. At the elementary
level, we practice the sentence stem: “Who do I talk to
if I need _____?” regularly in our rooms. As frontline
advocates for our multilingual learners, it is crucial
that we take the time to put a face on the support
community available to them.

Paths into Roads
As educators, we have neither the time nor the resources
to take up these efforts alone; we must work together
and position our students and families as agents of
change. We must engage with all aspects of our surroundings, utilize resources, and remove barriers. While
our collective efforts may seem small and narrowly
focused, by taking small steps, we envision a time when
we won’t need to advocate for basic needs. For now, we
continue to identify the inequalities affecting ELs and
seek to disrupt them by “envisioning alternatives and
taking concrete actions” (Maddamsetti, 2021, p.3).
When we are engaged collectively in this work, we are
capable of transformative advocacy. As new challenges
arrive, we hope to be more prepared to meet them.

References
Comber, B., & Woods, A. (2018). Pedagogies of belonging in literacy
classrooms and beyond: What’s holding us back? In C. Halse (Ed.),
Interrogating Belonging for Young People in Schools (pp. 263–281).
Palgrave Macmillan. https://eprints.qut.edu.au/214405/
de Oliveira, L.C. & Athanases, S. Z. (2007). Graduates’ reports of advocating for English language learners. Journal of Teacher Education, 58(3),
202–215. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487107299978
Dubetz, N. & de Jong, E. (2011). Teacher advocacy in bilingual
programs. Bilingual Research Journal, 34:3, 248-262, DOI:
10.1080/15235882.2011.623603
Freire, P., & Macedo, D. P. (1987). Literacy: Reading the word & the world.
Bergin & Garvey Publishers.
French, R. (2021, March 26). Teacher retirements soar in Michigan schools
amid COVID pandemic. Bridge Michigan. https://www.bridgemi.
com/talent-education/teacher-retirements-soar-michigan-schoolsamid-cov id-pandemic
Fenner, S. (2013). Advocating for English learners: A guide for educators.
United States: SAGE Publications.
Harrison, J. & McIlwain, M. J. (2020). ESOL teachers’ experiences in their
role as advocate: Making the case for transitive advocacy. TESOL
Journal, 11(1), n/a–n/a. https://doi.org/10.1002/tesj.464

Michigan Reading Journal

Briana Asmus and Austyn Sabin
Harrison, J. & Josephine, P. (2019). Chapter 2 Problematizing advocacy
definitions, alignments, and expansions. In H.A. Linville & J. Whiting
(Eds.) Advocacy in English Language Teaching and Learning (pp. 18-28).
Routledge.
Maddamsetti, J. (2021). Elementary ESL teachers’ advocacy for emerging
bilinguals: A third space perspective. Pedagogies: An International
Journal. pp. 1-17.
Michigan’s Center for Educational Performance and Information
(MiSchoolData), [Bar graph showing the percentage of English
Learners within the 2021-22 school year]. Lincoln International Studies
School: Student Characteristics, Kalamazoo Public Schools. https://www.
mischooldata.org/dashboard-home/. (Accessed March 31, 2022).
Morrell, E, (2017). Toward equity and diversity in literacy research, policy,
and practice: A critical, global approach. Journal of Literacy Research,
49(3) 454–463.

Author Biographies
Dr. Briana Asmus is a high school ESL teacher for
Kalamazoo Public Schools. She has served as Assistant

Professor of Education and ESL/Bilingual Program
Director at Aquinas College, and has taught English
as a foreign language (EFL) in South Korea, Japan,
and China. She has authored several publications, and
is currently the President-Elect of MITESOL. Her
hobbies include teaching movement, riding mopeds,
and reading Queer YA Literature. She can be reached
at <asmusbm@kalamazoopublicschools.net>.
Ms. Austyn Sabin is an ESL teacher in the K-3 sheltered Newcomer classroom in the Kalamazoo Public
School district. Her interests include finding innovative channels for family advocacy, running, and learning about the world around her. She can be reached at
<sabina@kalamazoopublicschools.net>.

“Off” created by Dontez Tinsley, a 12th grade student at Garden City High School in Garden City.
Fall 2022, Vol. 55, No. 1

55

We Do
Don't hate or discriminate,
but yet we do,
whether you’re me or you,
we do.
Whether it's to our brothers or sisters,
or to our mother,
we call nature,
whether you’re me or you,
we do.
We band together,
for each other,
but then we don't,
but yet we do.
Madeline Langlois is a 7th grade student at Museum
Middle School in Grand Rapids Public Schools.

Miles Black is a 2nd grade student in Mt. Pleasant.
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Taking Up the Work: Snapshots of
Disciplinary Literacy Instruction, Part II
by Laura Gabrion and Jenelle Williams

Clarkston

•

Detroit •

Laura Gabrion
This article is part of a series devoted to unpacking
disciplinary literacy instructional practices for educators
at all levels. While the Essential Instructional Practices
for Disciplinary Literacy in the Secondary Classroom have
been written with secondary educators in mind (and
are available on the Literacy Essentials website: literacyessentials.org), literacy researchers throughout the
state continue to encourage elements of disciplinary
literacy instruction in pre-kindergarten and elementary
classrooms, especially when considering the Michigan Revised Teacher Certification Structure. Because
pre-service teachers can now select from five overlapping
grade bands (Birth-K, PreK-3, 3-6, 5-9, and 9-12), “we
find ourselves at an optimal time to re-examine expectations for both educator preparation coursework and
teachers’ instructional practice” (Williams & Gabrion,
2022). Throughout this series, we will examine disciplinary literacy instruction in several content areas as
well as discuss the critical role that literacy and instructional coaches play in supporting the implementation of
disciplinary literacy instructional practices.

Ongoing and Intentional
Professional Learning
In Part I of this series (in MRJ 54:3), we offered some
ideas for starting and sustaining this work in the
English Language Arts classroom; a critical first step

Jenelle Williams

since February 2020 has been to engage in the statewide professional learning opportunities offered by
the Disciplinary Literacy Task Force (DLTF). To date,
approximately 860 educators have participated in our
“Introductory Institute,” and many of those same educators have engaged in our “Deeper Dive” series. Both
the “Introductory Institutes” and the “Deeper Dive”
series have provided multiple entry points for those
interested in implementing the Disciplinary Literacy
Essentials (DLEs) in their buildings and classrooms.
However, as noted in the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Policy Research Brief entitled
“Literacies of Disciplines'' (2011), “[i]mplementing
literacies of disciplines will require significant attention
to professional development for teachers.” Furthermore,
effective professional development, as described in a
literature review by Darling-Hammond et al. (2017),
should have several key characteristics. It needs to be
focused on content, involve active and collaborative
learning, use models of effective practice, include coaching and expert support, provide opportunities for feedback and reflection, and be of sustained duration. As
such, “[t]he professional development that will provide
teachers with the resources and strategies necessary to
support students in acquiring plural literacies needs to
be sustained and systematic [...and center] communities
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of practice” (NCTE, 2011). In order to provide ongoing
and tailored support, outgrowths of the DLTF’s large
scale professional development offerings have emerged
at various ISDs throughout the state. In this article, Part
II of our “Snapshot” series, we will take a look at four
intermediate school districts (ISDs) and their targeted
approach to starting—and sustaining—disciplinary
literacy instruction with teachers in their region through
a “communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991)
model.

Equity Based Disciplinary
Literacies at Washtenaw ISD
Melissa Brooks-Yip, Coordinator of Instruction at
Washtenaw ISD, formed a network of teachers,
coaches, and administrators to explore disciplinary
literacy and disciplinary literacy instructional practices
from an equity lens. Evolving over the past several
years, the group’s work began with Dr. Elizabeth
Moje, one of the key researchers behind the development of the Essential Instructional Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in the Secondary Classroom, followed
by focused professional learning. The group had also
formed a partnership with faculty at Eastern Michigan
University. From there, the Equity Based Disciplinary
Literacies (EBDL) network was born. “EBDL is a
new collaborative for educators focused on creating disciplinary literacy instruction that is culturally
responsive, equity-driven, and identity affirming for
themselves and for their students” (M. Brooks-Yip,
personal communication, May 17, 2022). Together,
the group “built [their] foundational understandings of
equity and literacy through the creation of [their] own
personal [syllabi] that included relevant readings from
[their fields], interviews with community members and
experts in the disciplines, and collaborations between
secondary classroom teachers and EMU professors”
(M. Brooks-Yip, personal communication, May 17,
2022). Some of the relevant readings included Textured
Teaching: A Framework for Culturally Sustaining Practices (Germán, 2021), The Civically Engaged Classroom:
Reading, Writing, and Speaking for Change (Ehrenworth
et al., 2020), and Cultivating Genius: An Equity Framework for Culturally and Historically Responsive Literacy
(Muhammad, 2020). One participant noted,
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I'm very grateful to have been partnered with an
EMU professor and a Washtenaw Technical Middle
College partner. We've had great conversations
about helping students adjust back to in-person
learning, how high school teachers can best prepare
our students for higher ed, and how teachers at all
levels can better serve our students with culturally
responsive teaching in disciplinary literacy. We've
also discussed how the concept of citizenship can be
taught in different social studies fields. I'm thinking
through changes to my World History curriculum
based on these conversations. They were also both
incredibly kind and supportive. Working with them
was a bright spot in an otherwise very difficult year.
(personal communication, n.d.)
With the ultimate goal of providing teachers with real
world applications of disciplinary literacy for their
students, Figure 1 illustrates a planning guide from one
of the professional learning sessions, scaffolding the
purposeful way participants applied their learning as
they planned for implementation.

Monroe County Middle
College at Monroe ISD
Teachers from Monroe County Middle College
(MCMC) worked with consultants from the Monroe
ISD to identify disciplinary literacy “as an opportunity
for improving teaching and learning for all students, all
teachers, and all courses” (K. Berry, personal communication, May 17, 2022). Because MCMC only offers
courses in the four core subjects (ELA, mathematics,
science, social studies), educators could engage in deep
study of their content area practices in the Essential
Instructional Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in the
Secondary Classroom. An integral part of our DLTF,
Kathy Berry, Director of Research, Evaluation, and
Assessment at Monroe ISD, sought to apply one very
important lesson we gleaned from participants in our
statewide professional learning offerings: focus on a
smaller number of DLEs and allocate greater time for
reflection and discussion—both inter- and intra-disciplinary. Thus, after being given an overview of the
DLEs, teachers chose two Essential Practices to focus
upon for the first year of a five-year plan that would
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Figure 1
Equity-Based Disciplinary Literacy: Charting Reality Pedagogies
Look at the civically engaged practices in the first column and consider how they might relate to your
subject-specific disciplinary literacy essentials. Then, consider how that connection sparks ideas for your
own teaching for civic engagement in reference to The Civically Engaged Classroom (2020). It might also
be helpful to consider some of the literacies we discussed in Glimmer of Hope (2018). This is your copy,
so feel free to take notes directly on this document.
Civically Engaged
Practices

Connection to
General Essentials

• Show students what’s
possible.

• Essential 1: ProblemBased Instruction

• Plan for classroom-based social
action by identifying
an issue that’s important to students and
guide them to consider
audience and modalities.

• Essential 2: Diverse
Texts and Abundant
Reading Opportunities
• Essential 5: Using a
Variety of Discussion
Methods Around
Complex Texts
• Essential 6:
Opportunities for
Instruction in Speaking
in Listening

• Develop social networks that extend
into the surrounding
community, including
families.

• Make a plan that plays
to students’ strengths.

Connection to
Discipline-Specific
Essentials

Sparks for Your Own
Teaching

• Essential 1: ProblemBased Instruction
• Essential 9:
Community
Networking to
Connect With
Students’ Funds of
Knowledge
• Essential 3:
Intentional StandardsAligned Instruction in
Disciplinary Reading
• Essential 4:
Intentional StandardsAligned Instruction in
Disciplinary Writing
• Essential 8: Ongoing
Observation of
Students’ Academic
Language and Literacy
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address all ten of the DLEs. Collectively, the MCMC
teachers chose to focus on DLE #2 (Diverse texts and
abundant reading opportunities) and DLE #7 (Intentional efforts to build vocabulary). Professional learning
throughout the year included full-day, half-day, and
75-minute sessions that involved both whole and small
group options. The small group options honored the
teachers’ desire for “disciplinary conversations” that
would guide their work (K. Berry, personal communication, May 17, 2022). In addition, resources were
easily accessible to teachers in a shared Google Drive.
When reflecting on the growth of the group, Kathy
Berry noted, “Principal leadership here is key” (personal communication, May 17, 2022). This is reinforced within The Essential School-Wide Practices in
Disciplinary Literacy: Grades 6 to 12, which emphasize
the importance of developing a leadership team “with
the guidance and support of the lead administrator”
(MAISA GELN DLTF, 2020). The in-depth study of
DLE #2 and #7 and ongoing support from the principal have resulted in “staff [who] are much more conversant with disciplinary literacy, and they have clear
look-fors around DLE #2 for teachers and for students”
(K. Berry, personal communication, May 17, 2022).

Connecting DLEs with
Professional Learning Protocols
at Heritage Southwest ISD
At the Heritage Southwest ISD, educators from
Edwardsburg, Marcellus, and Dowagiac school districts sought ways to increase rigor and engagement;
the DLEs were a perfect fit. Consultants facilitated
“two in-person full-day [professional learning events]
as an introduction to the DLEs in the fall” (M. Burke,
personal communication, May 18, 2022). Like the
teachers in Monroe, two DLEs became the central
focus: DLE #1 (Problem-based instruction) and
DLE #5 (Higher-order discussion). After the initial
kick-off, learning continued bi-monthly throughout
the year. Using the DLEs as a foundation, the group
explored instructional strategies, such as the Question
Formulation Technique (QFT) and Productive Talk
(M. Burke, personal communication, May 18, 2022).
Important takeaways from a year of learning included
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“the relevancy of discourse and how it really connects
to reading and writing in any content area [and how]
focusing on the problem [...] sets the stage for engagement into learning. [Teachers] also were starting to
see how productive talk can be a building-district
wide initiative” (M. Burke, personal communication,
May 18, 2022).

Teaching Students to Ask Their Own
Questions at the St. Clair County RESA
As a final example, educators from Algonac Community Schools, Capac Community Schools, East China
School District, Marysville Public Schools, Riverview
East High School, and Yale Public Schools attended
a professional learning series offered by the St. Clair
County RESA. Much like the professional learning
offered in Washtenaw, Monroe, and Southwestern
Michigan, consultants in St. Clair used a network
approach. “Participants engaged in learning about the
Essentials and targeted strategies to use in their classrooms. Between sessions they implemented at least
one strategy learned and then shared their experiences
with the group” (M. Turrell, personal communication,
May 23, 2022). In addition to exploring the Essential
Instructional Practices for Disciplinary Literacy in the Secondary Classroom, participants engaged in a book study
using Make Just One Change: Teach Students to Ask Their
Own Questions (Rothstein & Santana, 2011). While
most of the participants had little prior knowledge
of the DLEs, routine reflection, captured in a Padlet,
revealed both growth and appreciation. One teacher
commented,
I truly found everything to be of value! I really
loved the instructional strategies and the fact that
they were rolled out in a manner that allowed us
to get a chance to "try them out" before giving us
more strategies. I liked being able to communicate and synthesize what we were learning, share
what we tried, and [have] an opportunity to hear
other's experiences in our break-outs. I liked how
each meeting left my head spinning with ideas
and left me feeling "excited" to get back to the
classroom to try all these great tools. (personal
communication, n.d.)
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Perhaps most telling, all of the participants committed
to a second year to deepen their own knowledge of the
DLEs with the aim of strategic implementation.

Overarching Themes to
Ground Future Learning
Learning is undoubtedly a social act (Vygotsky, 1978),
and because of this, we understand that teachers—like
the students they teach—need regular, collaborative
time to learn, converse, and reflect with colleagues in an
effort to improve pedagogy, which has a direct impact
upon student achievement (Jenkins, 2018). Over the
course of the past two years, DLTF members have kept
several themes at the forefront of both statewide and
regional professional learning. In fact, a small group
of DLTF members including Co-Chair Jenelle Williams, Darin Stockdill, Mary Starr, and Laura Gabrion
presented these themes at the 71st Annual Literacy
Research Association Conference in December 2021.
1. Less is more. It is essential to slow down and
chunk content in ways aligned with teachers’
planning processes.
2. Teachers need time to discuss their learning
with colleagues, and protocols can help those
conversations be more productive.
3. Intentionally curated resources and practical
examples are key.
4. Reflection time is crucial.
5. When given time and support, teachers will
come back to keep learning, so repeated opportunities to engage with the content in new
ways is important. (Stockdill et al., 2021)
As the four cases outlined above illustrate, when
applied, these themes can drive meaningful and
sustained professional growth that will have a positive
impact on teaching and learning.
In the year ahead, the Disciplinary Literacy Task Force
will continue to release self-paced courses through the
EduPaths virtual learning platform. Because we value a
collaborative approach, we have “designed each course
in the hope that partnerships or teams of educators
engage in the content together” (Gabrion et al., 2022).

In addition, individual ISDs and RESAs will be offering regionalized professional learning, much like the
four scenarios described above. Regardless of how and
where educators engage in learning centered on disciplinary literacy and the DLEs, inherently “we are part
of a wider community that is committed to the right
work for students” (Williams, 2022).
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Justifying Juneteenth:
A Critical Pairing of Two Children's Texts
by Rebecca Witte and Amber Lawson

East
Lansing•

Need a text to support your students’ understanding of
Juneteenth? We suggest two! As Juneteenth approaches
in the upcoming school year, we anticipate teachers will
look to incorporate texts that recognize this notable and
new-to-some holiday. We seek to share two texts, whose
impact, we suggest, is stronger when read together. The
first text we highlight is Juneteenth: A Children’s Story. It
is a relatively new book, written in 2021, by Opal Lee,
“the grandmother of Juneteenth,” herself and illustrated
by Peter Viska. The comic-like illustrations are sure to
delight readers of all ages even into middle school. In fact,
we couldn’t help but notice all the details embedded in
the illustrations that can support children’s understanding
of the holiday. The other text, Juneteenth for Mazie, was
written and illustrated by the late Floyd Cooper. Its rich,
velvety pictures draw the reader into the story. The two
books together create a story of Juneteenth that presents a
full picture of an event that should be acknowledged and
celebrated while also recognizing the ongoing history of
racism that continues to the present day.
Juneteenth:
A Children’s Story
Juneteenth: A Children's Story, by Opal
Lee, takes place in an
elementary classroom.
A culturally diverse
and inclusive group of
children are sitting on
the carpet, and they ask

Rebecca Witte

Amber Lawson

Opal Lee to read a story to them about Juneteenth. Opal
Lee, also the narrator, begins the interactive read aloud
by explaining what enslavement is and when it occurred
in history. She distinguishes the history of enslavement in
the United States and the biblical enslavement in Egypt
to better support children's historical understanding. The
illustrations of the enslaved people include a variety of
facial expressions that acknowledge Black people's struggles
and discontentment with slavery. The illustrations also
include white enslavers with whips, guns, and other tools
used to control Black people to acknowledge them as a
major source of oppression and to depict their thoughts
and feelings towards enslaved people. As Opal Lee continues to tell the children about the history of Juneteenth, the
children's illustrations include a variety of facial expressions
as well. It is crucial to point out the children's reactions,
including Black children's anger and a white child in
shock, as children listening to the story in classrooms may
have similar reactions when learning the history.
While the text acknowledges Abraham Lincoln signing
the Emancipation Proclamation, it would be beneficial to
children to receive a further explanation as to why President Lincoln is compared to President Obama. Students
should be aware of their similarities and differences. Opal
Lee continues the story by mentioning the first "Watch
Night" service when enslaved people waited at churches
for their freedom after learning about the Emancipation
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Proclamation. She then mentions how "watch night" services still happen every New Year's Eve in Black churches.
The story continues with a flashback to the announcement in Galveston, Texas, in 1865 by General Gordon
Granger and Black soldiers of the end of enslavement
two years later. This event marked the first celebration of
Juneteenth. Opal Lee concludes the story by stating the
ways enslaved people celebrated the first Juneteenth, as
well as how and where Juneteenth is celebrated today.
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Besides the illustrations, the strengths of this text can
be found in its acknowledgment that the struggle for
equality didn’t end with Juneteenth, but continued
throughout history. While the celebration of freedom
was discussed, it doesn’t overshadow the plot.
White people are notably missing from the text and illustrations. While arguably this is a good thing, since they
should not be the focus of Juneteenth, the book fails to
show how white people were a major source of oppression.
Thus, a failure to connect the dots for students may leave
students thinking that injustices were not due to race. It
should be noted that this book lacks references to ongoing
racism today. Knowing these considerations, a teacher
should address these issues with thoughtful questions.

Juneteenth for Mazie
Juneteenth for Mazie begins
with Mazie, a young Black
girl, staring out a curtained
window and feeling upset
because she can’t have
and do what she wants.
Responding to this angst,
her dad approaches her with
a promise of celebration the
next day and begins to tell a
story of her ancestors. The narrative begins with a story
of enslavement and hope for freedom that eventually
comes with an announcement given from a balcony on
a warm summer day in Galveston, Texas. Celebrations
of freedom for those enslaved erupted and continued
through the night. Notably, the story doesn’t end there.
As the author notes and illustrations show, in every era
of American history Black people fought for freedom
and opportunity. But, through it all, they found time to
celebrate together, especially on Juneteenth.

We feel that pairing these two highlighted texts would
offer a fuller picture of Juneteenth. Together, recommending first Juneteenth: A Children’s Story, followed
by Juneteenth for Mazie, simultaneously supported by
classroom conversation, children will be able to grasp a
detailed understanding of enslavement before learning
about the continued fight for freedom by the Black
community through the decades and conclude with a
more detailed account of the celebration of Juneteenth.

Appropriately, the book’s illustrations feature Black people
throughout history yet are nestled within the family
narrative of a father and daughter relationship. In soft and
muted hues, the illustrations are rich and inviting. Blackness is celebrated with a variety of skin tones. The faces of
those who are singing, praying, listening, and celebrating
are detailed and full of expression. The illustrations also
provide nuance to the written text. For instance, while
the text hints at struggling through desegregation, the
pictures reveal a foregrounded Black student with a classroom of white students in the background. There is also
a not-so-subtle nod to Barack Obama, recognizing his
monumental triumph while being sworn into office.

Amber Lawson is a doctoral student at Michigan State
University with an interest in literacy and urban education. She is interested in making foundational literacy
culturally responsive and sustaining for culturally diverse
primary-grade students. She is also interested in supporting elementary teachers in implementing culturally
responsive and sustaining pedagogies to provide culturally
diverse students with more equitable education opportunities. She can be reached at <lawsonam@msu.edu>.

Author Biographies
Rebecca Witte is a doctoral student in the Curriculum,
Instruction, and Teacher Education program at Michigan State University. She is interested in the intersection of elementary literacy practices and racial literacies.
She can be reached at <wittereb@msu.edu>.

Michigan Reading Journal

Great Lakes, Great Books:
Continuing to Learn
by Lynette Marten Suckow
•
Marquette

Students are back in school, learning skills to make them
successful in academics and in life. The following titles
from the 2022-23 Great Lakes Great Books list include
school experiences and life lessons, all of which highlight the value of learning. Through the pages of these
books, readers will experience the geography of forests,
rivers, and high desert, along with the cultures of rural,
suburban, and city life. The customs and traditions of
many characters add to a reader’s experiences. Join these
protagonists in their daily routines, through victories
and failures, and share a glimpse of their worlds.
The GLGB committee takes on the task of reading as
many children’s and teen books as possible, in order to
select forty titles, published within the last two years,
to introduce K-12 classrooms to some of the best
books available on the market. Teachers and librarians
are encouraged to provide students with books from
their grade-level lists, and allow them to vote on their
favorites. Great Lakes Great Books is just one way that
The Michigan Reading Association promotes student
participation in the reading process. Look for a classroom ballot, printable poster, last year’s winning titles,
and the opportunity to nominate your favorite new
book at www.michiganreading.org under the three lines
indicating “More Options,” then the “Awards” tab, and
finally the “Great Lakes Great Books” button.
Mel Fell by Corey R. Tabor follows Mel, a brave little
bird who feels ready to fly, on her very first flight.
From her nest at the top of a tall, tall tree, she dives

Lynette
Marten Suckow
straight down, past
a family of owls, a
group of squirrels,
a beehive, a spider
web, and a ladybug, into the water
below. Part of the
reading adventure is
the visual element
of Mel falling through page after page, until she hits
the water, successfully snags a fish and, as readers turn
the book, she flies back up the tree to the nest. The
creative illustrations move in one direction for Mel’s
flight down to the water and then needs to be turned
180 degrees for the return trip where all the critters
cheer her on in reverse sequence. The Author’s Note is
a short paragraph about kingfishers (like Mel) who live
near the water’s edge and dive for fish. It’s no wonder
that this book won a 2022 Caldecott Honor Award for
eye-catching and innovative illustrations.
Someone Builds
the Dream by Lisa
Wheeler is a bookin-rhyme with short
sentences and repeating phrases that also
introduces vocabulary
from the building
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trades. More complex concepts about building infrastructure are illustrated by Loren Long, fashioned after
the 1930’s era Works Progress Administration (WPA)
murals that fill each page from edge to edge. Readers
are introduced to the steps needed for revitalizing a
community through the design and construction of a
house, followed by a bridge to reach the house, a fountain for the park nearby the house, and clean energy
to bring electricity to the house. Each project builds
on the previous one, and the past and future are tied
together in this multi-layered story of planning ahead
and learning new skills, all in an effort to accomplish
our goals.
Starfish by Lisa Fipps dives
into several relevant topics
which include friendship,
bullying, body image, and
pre-teen relationships with
parents. Ellie is finishing
up a summer of swimming in her pool, where
she floats weightlessly, stretched out in the shape of a
starfish. Her best friend is moving away, leaving her in
a contemplative mood, until the new girl from next
door asks Ellie to get together to organize their school
supplies before the first day of school. Constantly
teased for being overweight, middle school could mean
a fresh start for Ellie. To her dismay, the bullies from
grade school have followed her to sixth grade. Ellie’s
well-intentioned mother employs calorie counting, a
therapist, and refrigerator reminders to help Ellie lose
weight, only to offend her in the process and make her
feel less valued as a person. The therapist becomes an
ally, joined by Ellie’s steadfast father, and a new friend
from next door, Catalina. Even the family dog, Gigi,
has a “starring” role in Ellie’s story of resilience, as she
learns to accept herself and others. This book-in-verse
is packed with precise vocabulary that thoughtfully
conveys Ellie’s emotions.
Oh My Gods! by Stephanie Cooke and Insha
Fitzpatrick acquaints readers with Karen, a typical
middle schooler from New Jersey who likes to play
video games with friends. When her mom gets a
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new job that requires her
to be out of town for some
months, Karen is shipped
off to live with her father on
Mt. Olympus in Greece. As
she gets to know her dad and
enrolls in school there, Karen
finally catches on that she’s in
the company of mythological gods and goddesses. Her
father reveals that she is also a
demigoddess and that her powers will emerge eventually (but doesn’t elaborate on what they might be).
Meanwhile, Karen and her new friends investigate
the mystery of a classmate who was turned to stone.
They find more stone bodies in the barn belonging
to Medusa and her sisters, all homeschooled, and try
to find a way to neutralize Medusa’s gaze. As things
normalize around Mt. Olympus, readers are visually
guided down dark corridors in the school’s lower
level to a large locked door—and the next adventure
in the series. As readers might suspect, Oh My Gods!
II: The Forgotten Maze leads Karen and her friends
into a giant labyrinth controlled by an online troll
called M1N0T4UR. Karen’s handwritten notes at the
back of the book will help readers keep track of the
Greek gods and their powers. In addition to the clever
writing, credit is due to Juliana Moon for illustrating
these colorful graphic novels with characters who are
easy to identify, and story panels that enhance the
humorous text.
Me, Moth by Amber McBride
immerses readers in well-paced
verse that uses metaphors and
similes so effectively that the
phrases create visual images as
they are read. Moth is a loner
of sorts, living with her aunt
and keeping to herself as she
grieves her family members who
were all killed in a car crash.
Everything changes when she
meets Sani on the bus ride home from school. Sani has
Navajo heritage and a spirituality that attracts Moth
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from the start. He adheres to a schedule of prescription
pills that give him focus and grounds him in reality.
When Sani decides to drive across the country to visit
his father in New Mexico, Moth takes the opportunity
to travel with him. On the Navajo reservation, Sani
and Moth share their visions and try to figure out why
they feel they have met before. Readers will do a double
take when Sani’s father provides the answers about their
destinies that they seek. It is easy to see why this mystic
book was a finalist for the 2021 National Book Award
for Young People’s Literature.

Author Biography
Lynette Marten Suckow is a Reference Librarian at
Peter White Public Library in Marquette, MI where she
teaches people how to make the transition from print
to digital literacy. She holds a master’s degree in education from Northern Michigan University and has been
a Great Lakes Great Books Award committee member
for the past twelve years. She can be reached at <lynette.
suckow@gmail.com>.
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General Call for Manuscripts & Graphics
The Michigan Reading Journal is the peer-reviewed journal of the Michigan Reading Association, which is
composed of and serves more than 3,000 classroom teachers, literacy specialists, educational leaders,
teacher educators, and university faculty.
The journal publishes on diverse topics related to literacy, including reading, writing, speaking, listening,
viewing, visually representing, technology, and literature for children and young adults. Submissions are
invited in any of the categories below, though we are particularly interested in manuscripts that connect
literacy and social justice or address new literacies (e.g., technology, graphic novels, podcasts, etc.).
The Michigan Reading Journal is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercialShareAlike 4.0 International License, to allow for certain types of reuse without permission. By submitting
to the Michigan Reading Journal, you will be asked to sign an author’s permission statement that attests to
the originality of your work and your willingness to publish under a Creative Commons License.
Bridging Research and Practice Articles
Articles submitted in this category present original descriptions of research-based instruction that
improves the literacy learning of students ranging from birth to college age. Articles describing researchbased practices in literacy teacher education will also be considered. Manuscripts in this category must
include 5-10 practical steps to guide readers in applying the research to their practice. Manuscript
submissions should include APA formatted references to the relevant research literature and must not
exceed 5,000 words (including tables, figures and appendices; excluding reference list) in 12-point font
and left-aligned. Any charts or graphics must be of high-quality and in black and white. These manuscripts
undergo blind review by members of the journal’s editorial review board.
Voices from the Region
Articles submitted in this category will showcase evidence-based literacy practices being implemented
throughout the state and region in such varied spaces as classrooms, districts, libraries, after school
programs, online schools, homes, daycares, preschools, ISDs/RESAs. We are specifically interested in
submissions from practitioners who can share tips and ideas about what is working in their context, why
they are engaging in these ideas, and how others could do this, too. Our goal is to hear from a range of
practitioners in and around the state who are interested in literacy. Manuscripts in this category should
begin with an introduction to the authors and the context of their work. Please also include APA formatted
references to the relevant research literature, if appropriate to the piece. Manuscript submissions should
be between 750 and 2500 words (including tables, figures and appendices; excluding reference list),
double-spaced, and in 12-point font and left-aligned. Any charts or graphics must be of high-quality and
in black and white. These manuscripts undergo blind review by members of the journal’s editorial review
board.
Visual Artifacts and Graphics
Submissions in this category share visual artifacts of literacy teaching practices through photos of
teachers and students engaging in literacy, literacy projects, literacy, centers, and artifacts of student
learning. Each image should be clear, in focus, of a high resolution/quality, and sent as a full-size jpeg or
tiff file attachment, accompanied by a brief, 50-100 word description. Documents must be scanned, not
photographed; the latter will not be of high enough quality for publication. By submitting an item in this

category, the individual indicates that he/she has obtained consent from the district, school, teacher,
parent, and child to use the image for publication. The journal’s editorial team reviews submissions in this
category.
Letters to the Editors
We invite and encourage your letters in response to what you have read in the Michigan Reading Journal.
Did research presented help you better understand teaching and learning? Were you inspired to try a new
teaching strategy? Are you still puzzling over a topic recently featured? Is there something you haven’t
seen in the journal that you want us to address? Let us hear from you, please. Letters may be edited, with
author’s permission, for publication.
Nominations for Professional Books to Review
We invite and encourage nominations of professional books to review for our Professional Books of
Interest column. Please send book titles, author names, and year of publication to us via e-mail with a brief
1-2 sentence description of what the book is about and why it should be reviewed in MRJ. If approved,
professional book reviews can be up to 1200 words in length.
Reviews of Children’s and Young Adult Books
Have a great book that you and your students love? We invite teachers of students of all ages to write and
submit book reviews of children’s and young adult books of any genre that have been published in the last
year. Book reviews can be up to 1200 words in length, and we recommend the “Writing a Book Review”
resource on the Purdue Online Writing Lab’s website for a list of questions and considerations that would
be useful in crafting your review.
Manuscript Review Process
Below are the questions that the journal’s Editorial Review Board members use when reviewing submitted
research manuscripts and practitioner pieces focused on sharing teaching practices. The questions are
intended to guide reviewers and help them shape their written summaries of feedback and
recommendations regarding publication. The answers are forwarded to authors, along with the publication
decision. The editorial team will provide feedback on spelling, grammar, mechanics, APA format, etc. so
reviewers should focus their review and feedback on the more global guiding questions below. The guiding
questions can also serve to help authors shape their manuscripts in order to meet standard for publication
in MRJ.
Reviewers’ Guiding Questions
• Does the article address an important or compelling topic for reading practitioners in Michigan? Why
or why not?
• Does the manuscript contain an appropriate blend of theory, research and practice? Are there ways to
improve this balance?
• Does the article offer practical implications or suggestions, based-in-research, that reading
practitioners can implement? Are there additional implications that would improve the manuscript?
• Does the manuscript include enough information on how-to practical steps for classroom or
practitioner implementation (i.e., What can teachers do on Monday morning?)?
• Will the article appeal to MRJ’s diverse audience? What can be improved?
• What are the revisions that you would recommend to improve this manuscript for our practitioner
audience?
Questions? Please reach out via mrj@cmich.edu

“Birds of a Feather Flock Together” by Zuri Hudson Stanbrough

